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 Mahatma Gandhi intended for the concepts of universal love and identification 
with all living beings to be seen as compatible with the traditional Hindu ideal of 
detachment (sannyasi).  This is problematic given that love and identification entail very 
real degrees of psychological attachment. 
 
 After showing the significance my project has for the attempt to implement 
Gandhian principles in everyday, social, and political life, I give an overview of 
Gandhian thought in my first chapter. This overview demonstrates the plausibility of 
Gandhi’s ideas to philosophical Western readers.  Then, in chapter 2, I explore the basis 
Gandhi saw for conjointly advocating love, identification, and detachment given his 
overall philosophical and religious background.  Again, I endeavor to illuminate 
Gandhi’s thought through careful comparisons to familiar Western thinkers and 
traditions.  In chapter 3, I explore the tensions among the three concepts that are explored 
and how they might be resolved. I aim to reveal, using the dominant methods of Western 
philosophy, logical consistency in Gandhi’s thought regarding love, identification, and 
detachment.  In chapter 4, I defend my favored resolution of these tensions, namely that 
atman, the Universal Self is the only proper object of attachment. 
 
In particular, I defend the resolution against feminist concerns regarding the place 
of particularity in genuine moral concern (love) and show that Gandhi is capable of 
overcoming such concerns in spite of his advocacy of universality, impartiality, and 
detachment in moral judgments.  By drawing parallels between Gandhi’s religious 
universalism and his call for universal moral concern, I show that he is quite capable of 
valuing particularity while emphasizing universal moral concern. 
 
In chapter 5, I summarize the major conclusions I reached about love, 
identification, and detachment in Gandhi’s thought.  I conclude my dissertation by laying 
out areas, in Gandhi’s thought, that merit further research.  In particular, I show the 
importance of exploring whether Gandhi’s defining of love as an objective concern (not 
subjective emotion) does justice to love’s moral and psychological appeal, whether 
genuine love must include power (as Gandhi implies), and whether Gandhian 





 Given the conflict and violence that continues to engulf the world, Mohandas K. 
Gandhi’s display of love merits serious consideration.  Gandhi’s exemplification of love 
influenced (and continues to influence) the world in a way virtually unparalleled in 
human history.  From moving the leaders of British imperialism to see the error of their 
ways to laying down the framework that inspired non-violent revolutions in other parts of 
the world, Gandhi’s practice of love—so crucial to his overall handling of conflict—
serves as an example for the human race of what its members can achieve.  Gandhi 
sought and revealed truth and wisdom more by his actions than by his arguments.  Thus 
he says, “I concern myself not with belief but with asking to do the right thing.  As soon 
as (we) do it …belief rights itself.”1  In keeping with the spirit of all good philosophy, 
Gandhi refused to rest content with his philosophy by a mere consideration of whether it 
conforms to conventions and everyday intuitions.   “I decline to be a slave to precedents 
or practice I cannot understand or defend on a moral basis”2 This work aims to illuminate 
Gandhi’s understanding of love, by focusing on both his actions and words.  I hope to 
help us better understand the methods of pursuing conflict resolution from a Gandhian 
standpoint of love.   
Universal love and identification with all living beings are central to the overall 
philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi intended the concepts of universal love and 
identification with all living beings to be compatible with the traditional Hindu ideal of 
detachment (sannyasa; or renunciation of worldly life)—a problematic insistence given 
that love and identification seem to entail a very real degree of psychological attachment.  
In what follows I will assess whether Gandhi was correct in assuming such compatibility.   
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First, in Chapter 1, I will give an overview of Gandhi’s philosophy that will 
provide a background for the examination of tension in that philosophy between love, 
identification, and detachment.  I will show, in my first two chapters, why resolving the 
tension between love, identification, and detachment is important for a complete 
understanding of Gandhian thought.   
After I provide a background in Gandhi’s overall philosophy, I will show the 
basis, in Chapter 2, Gandhi saw for conjointly advocating love, identification, and 
detachment. I will explain, in that Chapter, why detachment is an ideal for Hindus and 
why Gandhi regards it as such.  I will then explain Gandhi’s understanding of universal 
love and identification with all living beings and why he saw both concepts (together 
with detachment) as crucial to his ultimate aim—the realization  of Truth.  Ultimately, in 
Chapter 2, I will show how Gandhi intended universal love and identification with all 
living beings to help solve the same problems that the Hindus hope to solve by 
detachment.  In the next section of Chapter 2, I will discuss tensions that arise between 
among different senses of Gandhian detachment and among the following pairs:  
identification and detachment, love and identification, and love and detachment.  I will 
end Chapter 2 by laying out the questions that arise from that chapter’s analysis and that 
will be explored in the remainder of this dissertation.  
Then, in Chapter 3, I will explore how the tensions discussed in Chapter 2 can be 
successfully handled by a Gandhian.   A consideration of the kinds of detachment Gandhi 
advocates will prove significant.  Ultimately, by determining which, if any, of those kinds 
are consistent with the Gandhian concepts of love and identification, we can clarify 
Gandhi’s overall thought.  The logical relations among the key concepts of this 
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dissertation will be established in Chapter 3 in the attempt to show consistency among 
those concepts.  I will describe the class of actions in which the key Gandhian concepts 
of love, identification, and detachment are consistently manifested. 
In my fourth chapter, I will defend my favored resolution to the tensions in 
Gandhi’s philosophy I explore by discussing issues of universality in Gandhi’s thought 
and showing how such universality can be compatible with everyday western intuitions 
concerning human relationships.  
I will conclude this dissertation by summarizing the major conclusions reached in 
the first four chapters.  Finally, in my fifth chapter, I will lay out questions which merit 
further research given the conclusions I reach here.   
 
SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS PROJECT 
 
Before I embark on the central project of this work, it will help to explore why it 
is worthwhile to examine the tensions between love, identification, and detachment in 
Gandhi’s thought.  Such an examination, on the most practical level, can help guide the 
professed adherents of Gandhism.  Gandhi, for example, insisted that one should love 
those with whom one is in conflict.  For us to understand how and why Gandhi thinks 
love should be supplemented with an attitude of detachment provides an important 
standard for one who seeks to practice love in the attempt to resolve conflicts from a 
Gandhian mindset.   
Moreover, given that Gandhi advocated self-rule, or swaraj, for a community only 
after its members attained individual self-rule3, this project can help in understanding the 
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nature of individual self-rule for those attempting to institute swaraj from a Gandhian 
standpoint.  This is an attempt that is valiantly pursued by members of Gandhian villages 
and other social activists throughout India and elsewhere. Individual self-rule requires, as 
we shall see, a detached mind-state (corollaries of self-control and fearlessness) for 
Gandhi.  Thus understanding what Gandhi means by “detachment” (a crucial aspect of 
this project) is important.   
Understanding Gandhian detachment is also relevant to civil disobedience since 
Gandhi advocated such disobedience only when the movement is just and led by one of 
proper virtue (who is both loving and detached).  Thus this project will help us 
understand to what degree a leader of civil disobedience should be, say, passionate if 
such passion detracts from detachment.  Given that there is probably no one in human 
history who was more successful in pursuing the methods of civil disobedience than 
Gandhi, we are justified in seeking to better understand the Mahatma’s conception of the 
ideal leader of a civil disobedience (a concept that is included in Gandhi’s concept of the 
ideal renouncer).  Seeing consistency among concepts that Gandhi saw to be central to 
his methods will enable us to see how realizable those methods are in practice. 
On a more abstract level, embarking on this project can help us understand 
whether Gandhi’s political philosophy is monistic (so that all goods comprise a 
harmonious whole reducible to a single form of good) as opposed to pluralistic (so that 
we must seek a balance among conflicting goods).  Gandhi saw himself as a monist 
(Truth for him is the supreme good) but he recognized and attempted to balance many 
subsidiary forms of good.  We shall consider whether he did so consistently.   
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We shall also consider the extent to which Gandhi’s thought is compatible with 
the thoughts of others who attempt to address and combat oppressive systems 
(particularly feminists). Gandhi’s views of love and identification (which this project 
aims to clarify) differ from the conceptions of certain feminists.  This apparent variance 
may underlie differences of thought on how an opponent of oppression should act (e.g. 
should such an individual value exclusive intimacies).  
 
ON GANDHI’S METHOD 
 
Unlike conventional academic philosophers, Gandhi was overtly unconcerned 
with appearing consistent through out his writings: 
At the time of writing I never think of what I have said before.  My aim is not to 
be consistent with my previous statements on a given question, but to be consistent with 
truth as it may present itself to me at a given moment….[and that has] saved my memory 
an undue strain.4 
 Given this unconcern on Gandhi’s part, it may seem that a project like this—
which explores the issue of whether Gandhi has a basis for consistently advocating love, 
identification, detachment—is not very important.  Gandhi obviously did not seem to care 
whether an overall consistency emerges from the vast body of his written and spoken 
record.  It should be noted, however, that, as the above statements indicate, Gandhi was 
very concerned with being consistent with Truth.  As we shall see, for the Mahatma the 
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concepts of love, identification, and detachment are all necessary for the realization of 
truth (which he repeatedly cites as his ultimate aim).  Gandhi emphasized what he took to 
be the necessity of these concepts throughout his extraordinary career of service and 
activism.  Thus exploring whatever basis exists in Gandhian thought for consistently 
advocating love, identification, and detachment can help determine the extent to which 
the Mahatma’s overall philosophy can be implemented in everyday, political, and social 
life.  If all three of the considered concepts cannot all be advocated at the same time, and 
in the same way Gandhi proposes, we will have to do away with one or more of them and 
thus possibly have to significantly modify Gandhi’s philosophy.       
 
 ix 
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CHAPTER 1: OVERVIEW OF GANDHIAN THOUGHT 
 
In this chapter I will provide a background for examining the tension between 
love, identification, and detachment in Gandhi’s thought. Specifically, I will define the 
most significant elements of the Mahatma’s philosophy and show their relation to one 
another.  This chapter will set the stage for showing, in the next chapter, the pivotal role 
love, identification, and detachment all have for Gandhi’s ultimate objective. 
 
TRUTH: THE ULTIMATE END 
 
The ultimate aim of all Gandhi’s action was the realization of truth, as he 
indicates by the title of his autobiography—The story of my experiments with Truth.  
Gandhi stated in 1936, “I was not so much a votary of ahimsa (non-violence) as I was of 
truth, and I put the latter in the first place and the former in the second.”1   As we will see 
in greater detail, all of the Mahatma’s activities (be they political, social, personal, or 
economic) were centered around the goal of truth.   Everything, in other words, served as 
a means to truth.  Understanding this will help us to detect a unity and consistency in 
Gandhi’s thought. 
 
TRUTH IS GOD 
 
In the Introduction to Gandhi’s autobiography we read: 
What I want to achieve—what I have been striving and pining to achieve 
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these thirty years—is self-realization, to see God face to face, to attain Moksha.  I 
live and move and have my being in pursuit of this goal.  All that I do by way of 
speaking and writing, and all my ventures in the political field, are directed to this 
same end.2 
 
Gandhi’s identification of truth with God implies that seeing God face to face is 
the same as realizing truth: “For me, truth is the sovereign principle which includes 
numerous other principles.  This truth is not only truthfulness in word, but truthfulness in 
thought also, and not only the relative truth of our conception, but the Absolute Truth, the 
Eternal Principle, that is God.”3 Gandhi discusses, in My Religion,4 the transformation 
that led him from his early view that God is truth to his famous conclusion that truth is 
God. He is drawn to the latter view on the grounds that while the objective validity of the 
concept of God may be doubted and denied, the objective validity of the concept of truth 
cannot be denied without, at the very least, acknowledging it.5  How some realists 
understand truth is quantitatively identical to Gandhi’s idea of God.  For the Mahatma, 
truth is identical with (as opposed to a kind of correspondence with) reality (sat). Indeed 
it is the only reality and thus God is synonymous with ultimate (objective) reality (an idea 
similar to those of prominent Christian thinkers like Paul Tillich and St. Augustine).  It is 
the truth concept, not the God one, which is given the most prominence by the Mahatma.  
Thus we can see a distinctive quality in Gandhi’s religious thought that went beyond 
simply making the God concept palatable to atheists.    
For Gandhi, God is affirmed even in the unbelief of the atheist.   For in denying 
the reality of God, the atheist is affirming how things appear to him and thereby affirming 
(at least a relative) truth.  We will soon see that for the Mahatma a relative truth is what 
one believes to be true at the moment.  Gandhi stated in a 1931 lecture to atheists in 
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Lausanne: “(Not) even atheists have denied the necessity or power of Truth.  Not only so. 
In their passion for discovering the truth they have not hesitated even to deny the very 
existence of God—from their own point of view rightly.  And it was because of their 
reasoning that I saw that I was not going to say ‘God is Truth’ but ‘Truth is God’”6  
Elsewhere we read, “God is the Denial of the atheist…He is even the atheism of the 
atheist.”7  
By denying the objective validity of truth, the skeptic, after all and if nothing else, 
is conceiving an objective reality that truth claims are measured against.   We are able to 
tell whether a truth claim can be doubted or denied because a criterion and conception of 
objectivity exists (independently of our wishes). As some moral realists have argued,8 
skepticism is self-refuting not so much because it asserts a truth when attempting to deny 
all truth but because it appeals to external standards and conceptions of which we must 
have knowledge before we can feel its force.  We can, for example, criticize a mother’s 
defense of her child’s behavior for being clouded with subjective emotion because we 
can imagine a mother in a similar situation not allowing such subjectivity to influence her 
judgment.  We know (if only intuitively) what would have to be the case in order for a 
completely subjective judgment to be objectively valid.  Such knowledge itself qualifies 
as objectively valid and thus acknowledges the objective reality of truth. 
Moreover, that Gandhi equates truth with reality (sat) bolsters his views.9  Only 
the most committed anti-realists deny the existence of anything.  Later, we will see how 
Gandhi’s identification of truth with reality is indicated by his contention that truth is the 
only reality.        
  As noted above, Gandhi seems to understand relative truth as that which is 
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believed by the individual.  “The definition of Truth is deposited in every human heart.  
Truth is that which you believe to be true at this moment, and that is your God.“10 
Gandhi’s words here indicate a relativistic mindset toward truth.  However, the Mahatma 
steadfastly affirms, throughout his writings, the objective reality of absolute truth.  
“(W)hat appear to be different truths are like the countless and apparently different leaves 
of the same tree.”11 Divergence of understanding results from differences in perception, 
not opinion, given the many aspects of truth.12  Differences of opinion arise as a part of 
divergences of understanding and as a result of differences in perception.  While Gandhi 
obviously thinks that some opinions are wrong, as we shall see, these wrong opinions 
virtually always result from mistaking relative truth for the absolute (a form of 
dogmatism) and from departing from the only path (non-violence) by which fuller 
understandings of truth can be realized. We perceive different aspects of the same 
ultimate reality, not different realities.  It is when we erroneously regard the aspects of 
reality we perceive as being complete and proceed to coercively impose those perceptions 
on others (a form of violence) that untruth arises (e.g. others are compelled to act in ways 
that go against their own perceptions [truths]).   Such is indicated by Gandhi’s claim that 
“Where there is honest effort”13  the seemingly different truths can be seen as analogous 
to the leaves of the same tree referred to above.  Ultimately, the relativity of our 
perceptions of the Absolute shows the way to conflict resolution.  An astute 
understanding of the different, fragmentary perceptions of truth reveals a united whole.  
Hence Gandhi’s statements, “I very much like this doctrine of the manyness of reality.  It 
is this doctrine which has taught me to judge a Musalman from his own standpoint and a 
Christian from his.”14  
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Absolute truth, for Gandhi, is ultimately indefinable and cannot be fully realized 
while existing in a body:  “It is impossible for us to realize perfect Truth so long as we 
are imprisoned in the mortal frame.  We cannot, through the instrumentality of this 
ephemeral body, see face to face Truth which is eternal.”15 Gandhi seemingly accepts the 
traditional eastern view (which has included Socratic thinkers, among other westerns, as 
its subscribers) that the body always distorts and limits one’s perceptions (to whatever 
extent) as one with bodily existence cannot be completely free of attachments.  The 
above statements from My Religion indicate, however, the relative truths (what we 
perceive and understand in everyday life) are incorporated by the sovereign principle 
which is Absolute truth.  To Gandhi this is the case since the former truths presuppose, 
and can only be understood in light of, the latter.16 
 While one with bodily existence cannot fully realize truth, it dwells in all 
completely.  Gandhi finds evidence of this in what he sees to be a universal moral 
conscience.  “There is an inmost center of us all, where Truth abides in fullness.  Every 
wrong-doer knows within himself that he is doing wrong.”17 By asserting this, Gandhi 
does not so much mean that within all of us knowledge of all facts are contained, but that 
the active, cosmic spirit which is truth (God) dwells fully in all as (among other things) a 
detached observer of our actions.  The existence of psychopaths notwithstanding, the 
presence of moral sentiments among normally functioning humans lends credence to 
Gandhi’s view here.  Minds without a moral conscience are defective, for whatever 
reason, (and those possessing such minds may be all the more alienated from the 
Ultimate truth within).  Gandhi’s abiding faith in humanity which led him to see even the 




Since one cannot realize Absolute truth in this life, for Gandhi the relative truths 
of everyday life are our only guides for advancing on the path to God-realization.  Such 
realization entails experiencing (not just becoming aware of) an absolute oneness with all 
that exists.  ”If a man worships this relative truth, he is sure to attain the Absolute Truth, 
(i.e. God) in the course of time.”18  The virtues of identification and detachment become 
paramount in order to be guided properly by (to properly worship) relative truths.  This is 
the case given the two conditions which Gandhi thinks must be met for relative truth to 
lead us appropriately: (1) we must keep our minds open and be willing to correct 
ourselves should the situation arise; (2) we must be willing to continually undergo 
necessary self-purification.19  
In regards to the first requirement, Gandhi calls on the seeker of Truth to be of 
utter humility: “The seeker of the truth should be humbler than the dust. The world 
crushes the dust under its feet, but the seeker after Truth should so humble himself that 
even the dust could crush him.  Only then, and not until then, will he have a glimpse of 
truth.”20 The connection of the first condition to identification and nonviolence, and not 
just humility, is made clear by both the inevitable relativity of our grasp of truth and the 
diverse, seemingly incompatible views people have of what is true in everyday life.  For 
one’s own understanding of truth to become fuller and for those with differing 
understandings (relative truths) to reach greater mutual understandings one must, in Rex 
Ambler’s words, “pass over”21 from one view to another and one situation to another and 
come back to one’s own view and situation with greater insights.  This kind of 
identification requires the practice of non-violence as we cannot embark on the quest of 
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understanding the views of others if we are harming them.  Instead, we are regarding our 
views as being so inerrant and complete that we coercively impose them on others which, 
in turn, creates untruth since it causes the others to act in ways that is at variance with 
what they believe to be the case.  Thus we are kept from more fully understanding those 
whose perceptions are different from ours.  Identification ultimately leads the way for 
realizing the absolute oneness of truth.   The oneness of reality is the backdrop Gandhi 
adopts in determining whether what passes for truth can meet what he sees to be the only 
proper criterion: it makes for wholeness in practice--“The Inner Voice’ may mean a 
message from God or the Devil for both are wrestling in the human breast.  Acts 
determine the nature of the voice.”22 As we shall see in greater detail later, the right acts 
for Gandhi are those which are wholly beneficial and unifying to us.  “In judging the 
actions of men, we should always apply the test, whether it conduces to the welfare of the 
world or not.”23    
While some, like Nietzsche, would deny a relation between truth and welfare, 
Gandhi’s view that the benefits of pursuing the right action cannot always be 
immediately noticed is helpful here (a view that will be more fully discussed in Chapter 
3).  As long as actions conduce to the welfare of the world in the long run (after some 
reasonable length of time), they can pass the test Gandhi puts forth.  Furthermore, 
according to the Mahatma the discovery and pursuit of truth is not always pleasant (e.g. 
when it undermines the majority’s sense of superiority over the minority) or easy (since it 
requires conquering the passions).  What’s more is that advancing the welfare of the 
world is neither the conscious objective nor even the standard for determining the right 
action.  Thus Gandhi is not committed to a relation between truth and welfare that 
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undermines the centrality he gives to truth.  Instead, Gandhi seems merely to hold that the 
right action (which reveals Truth) is more valuable than the correct conclusion, by itself, 
and that such action is manifest in one who sincerely seeks Truth.          
 Although these statements may indicate that Gandhi advocates a pragmatic 
and/or utilitarian criterion of truth, that understanding does not do his view proper justice.  
To the Mahatma, acts that benefit others are the natural by-products and not the aim of 
following truth—the only inherent good.  “(Once) we adhere to truth, the law comes to 
our aid naturally.”24  
The requirement for continual self-purification in order to more clearly see Truth 
is obviously related to the necessity of detachment.  Self-purification for Gandhi involves 
becoming detached from the sense pleasures which are the objects of desire and such 
purification helps extinguish subjectivity in one’s perceptions of truth.  While truth is 
ultimately self-evident, its reflections get distorted by subjectivity, and self-purification 
can overcome such distortions. J.N. Mohanty explains: 
We may indeed distinguish between two different attitudes towards truth: 
the attitude which expresses itself in the spontaneity of thought in the 
constructions of theories and models and in gradual approximation of one’s 
constructions toward truth; and the attitude which expresses itself in total 
receptivity, in gradual elimination of theoretical constructions, in purifying the 
mind—as one cleanses a mirror—so that it may reflect truth.  Gandhi’s attitude is 
the second one.25  
 
It should be noted that, for Gandhi, the explicit task in realizing truth is to 
eliminate not theoretical constructions but fear and desire.  Mohanty’s clean mirror 
metaphor is nonetheless applicable to Gandhi’s thought, since the Mahatma clearly seeks 
a pure reflection of reality.  Some epistemologists, however deny that such a pure 
reflection can exist.26  Even though Gandhi agrees with such philosophers by holding that 
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a concept free (pure) perception of things is not possible while we have bodily existence, 
Gandhi, unlike anti-realist philosophers, maintains we can get closer to having such a 
perception in this life by embarking on identification and self-purification.   
 
GANDHI’S EPISTEMIC METHOD 
 
For a defense of a Gandhi-like approach to knowledge of God (i.e. Truth) see 
Alston.27  Experience is for Gandhi an essential aspect of knowledge of God [and he 
made no greater appeal than to experiences (both his own and those of others who sought 
self-purification) in affirming the reality of Truth and God].  Gandhi states: 
(For) an experienced person to ask another to believe without being able to 
prove that there is God is humbly to confess his limitations and to ask another to 
accept in faith the statement of his experience.  It is merely a question of that 
person’s credibility.  In ordinary matters of life we accept in faith the word of 
persons on whom we choose to rely although we are often cheated.  Why may we 
not then in matters of life and death accept the testimony of sages all the world 
over that there is God and that He is to be seen by following Truth and Innocence 
(non-violence)?…True faith is appropriation of the reasoned experience of people 
whom we believe to have lived a life purified by prayer and penance.28  
 
Alston shows that “a person can become justified in holding certain kinds of beliefs about 
[the existence, attributes, and actions of] God by virtue of perceiving God as being or 
doing so-and-so”29 On this view, as on Gandhi’s, putative experiences of God justify one 
in believing, say, that Truth exists and is God provided that the beliefs, given the 
circumstances under which they were formed and the nature of the experiences that led to 
them, are probably true.30    
The kind of epistemic justification Alston has in mind is, what he calls, the 
“strong position” conception of justification.31  According to that conception, belief p is 
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justified only if the objective probability of p, given one’s grounds for believing that p 
and the circumstances under which one formed the belief, exceed one-half.32  Thus 
experience justifies believing in the existence of God and that God is Truth provided that 
the nature of the experience and its role in forming one’s belief make it objectively likely 
that God exists and is Truth.  Thus we can embark on purifying ourselves in the quest for 
more fully attaining a reflection (experiencing) pure, concept free ultimate reality (God). 
A putative perception of God as Truth justifies one’s belief that God is Truth if the belief 
is, given the experiences, at least probably true.  Such justification is akin to the 
justification one has in accepting, based on sense experience, the existence of an external 
reality.  As Alston shows in his third chapter, we cannot non-circularly show that sense 
perception (among other “doxastic practices”) generates beliefs that are likely to be true.   
Like Gandhi, Alston too holds that the act of forming beliefs about God based on 
putative perceptions is firmly established in the religious communities that employ it.  
Thus practitioners of self-purification can reasonably regard their experienced based 
beliefs as prima facie justified.  Alston concludes that since there is no good reason to 
regard religious experience as unreliable, we cannot blame practitioners for continuing to 
rely on such experiences.  The act is practically rational.33  Alston states, “It is a 
reasonable supposition that a practice would not have persisted over large segments of 
the population unless it was putting people into effective touch with some aspects of 
reality….”34 
One must practice non-violence in meeting each of the two conditions Gandhi 
sees as necessary for realizing Truth, given that the engagement in violence brings with it 
attachment to desire and passion (which undermines self-purification)—“Ahimsa (non-
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violence) being the necessary and indispensable means for Truth’s discovery.”35 The 
acknowledgement that one’s perception of truth is always partial and can be enriched by 
the different yet similarly partial perception of another yields a humility and dialogue that 
is contrary to the dogmatism and oppression violence typically brings.  Inflicting violence 
on others, moreover, impedes identification, as such infliction tends to entail justifying 
the violent behavior (since the one inflicting the violence is usually treating others in a 
way he does not want to be treated).  This inevitably entails assuming a distinction 
between oneself and those on the receiving end of one’s violence. 
Even in cases in which the realization of Truth seems to result from excessive 
violence (e.g. Holocaust survivors who saw that beauty can be found in even the most 
horrendous of situations) it is those on the receiving end of the violence (the sufferers) 
who tend to have the greatest (untainted) realization.  Whatever truth may be gained and 
accessed by inflicting violence is usually offset by the decline in virtue (e.g. moral 
regression) that comes with engaging in violence.  Thus nonviolence is the only means 
for making genuine progress on the quest for truth.      
The method Gandhi advocates for revealing Truth to others (particularly 
opponents) is satyagraha (a term created by Gandhi from the Sanskrit words “satya” --
“truth” and  “agraha“--”holding firm to“ [translated by Gandhi to mean “force“]).  
Ultimately, according to Gandhi, it is neither coercion nor solely rational argumentation 
that can bring about change in the other’s perception of truth and enable a more complete 
mutually shared understanding to emerge.  What is required is a willingness to suffer for 
and advance one’s convictions by non-violent means.   Such moral suasion evokes a 
change of the other’s perception of truth that ultimately arises within them and thus is 
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more likely to last.  Gandhi states: 
 I have come to this fundamental conclusion that if you want something 
really important to be done, you must not merely satisfy the reason, you must 
move the heart also.  The appeal of reason is more to the head, but the penetration 
of the heart comes from suffering.  It opens up the inner understanding in man.36  
 
While suffering may be seen as rousing passions and thus be incompatible with 
the detachment necessary to see truth, if the point of suffering is seen as forcing an 
opponent to examine the justifications of his actions and not to elicit sympathy or disdain 
for the satyagrahi, we can see the role suffering can play in revealing truth.  By not 
cooperating with the laws imposed on them by imperial rulers and by willingly suffering 
the consequences, Indian satyagrahis, for example, forced the British to examine the basis 
of their imperialistic rule.  This ultimately led the British to see the unjustness of 
imperialism.   
 
HINDU THOUGHT AND THE IDEAL OF DETACHMENT 
 
Some background on the division in Hindu thought between self and atman as 
well as between nature and spirit can help clarify the issues before us.  It is in line with 
traditional Hindu understanding that each living being is made up of both a unique 
psychological self (consisting of such distinctive traits as an individual’s temperaments, 
dispositions, and propensities) and a soul-like, transcendental ego, known as atman—the 
ultimate reality or cosmic spirit manifested in all living beings.  Atman is the same (full 
and uninterrupted) in all such beings.  Atman is fully manifested (though not always fully 
apparent) in the sense that it is the only reality and undifferentiated (so it is not broken 
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down into separate, limited parts).  Therefore, it is not accurate (in the strict sense) to 
think of atman as being the same as that which western theology typically calls soul.  
Soul, typically if not exclusively, is regarded in western thought as being a particle or 
part of divinity (if it is regarded as being divine at all) and is thought to be different for 
each being that possesses one.   The soul is personal.   Atman is impersonal.  
Ultimate Reality (for which “atman” and “God” are synonymous terms) is pure 
being, consciousness, detachment, and bliss. Since atman is impersonal so too, Gandhi 
thinks is truth. It is only in the everyday world of relative truth, personal gods, and 
particularity that atman, God, being, and truth seem distinct.   
Ultimately, God (or truth) is not for Gandhi a personal being but a principle 
manifest as an active cosmic spirit—a reality that provides and serves.  Our everyday 
experiences (particularly in religion and the arts) lend credence to this view of truth.37 
Enjoyment by and large comes naturally (without conscious effort) to humans.  This 
indicates that reality, which Gandhi designates by the word “sat” (the same word in 
Sanskrit which designates truth), provides us with that which becomes enjoyable and 
fulfilling once we perceive it.  Thus truth (reality) is active.  It is only when we strip such 
experiences of their immediate, informative, and supposedly subjective elements that we 
retain the view of truth as cold and unconcerned.  
“That Law which governs all life…is God.  Law and Law-giver are one.”38  
Gandhi understands that for humans it is difficult to avoid personalizing any concept of 
God, and concedes the necessity of recognizing God as possessing form.39 “He is a 
personal God to those who need His personal presence.  He is embodied to those who 
need His personal presence.  He is the purest essence.”40 However, Gandhi always gave a 
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higher place to the impersonal conception of God (as pure essence or being).   
In addition to the nature traditionally attributed to atman, Gandhi regards love to 
be a part of its nature.  Gandhi holds that the practice of non-violence (ahimsa) is 
required of everyone, not just those who are inclined toward it.  “I am certain that non-
violence is meant for all time.  It is an attribute of the atman and is, therefore, universal 
since the atman belongs to all.”41 As will be discussed in greater detail later, non-violence 
is the same as the “law of love” for Gandhi. Thus making non-violence an attribute of 
atman would be the same for the Mahatma as making love such an attribute.  Gandhi 
seems to base his conclusion that atman has the attribute of love on the notion that it is 
the ultimate provider and source of truth and life.  That Gandhi sees both love and 
detachment (impersonal concern) as properties of atman will prove to have significant 
implications in determining the extent to which both love and detachment can be 
consistently advocated. 
For Gandhi, “Our own atman is beyond reason.”42 While Gandhi affirms reason 
as a “useful tool” at one stage of understanding in such matters he is convinced that one, 
“who knows…atman with his intellect only does not know (it) at all.”  Just as 
“intellectual knowledge of the benefits of eating food does not by itself help one to enjoy 
those benefits” one who is knowledgeable of atman (a.k.a. God, Truth) without direct 
experience with it can never satisfactorily comprehend it as ultimate reality.  Like the eye 
that does the seeing but is not seen itself and the underlying self that observes changing 
perceptions but does not itself change, atman is ultimately the Knower but “not an object 
of knowledge.” 43 Absolute truth is, moreover, the standard by which all else is judged 
even though it, itself, cannot be fully known while we exist in bodies.  The first hand 
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experience necessary for satisfactorily comprehending atman, is made possible by faith.  
Faith and the first-hand experience “to which faith leads” are the two stages of 
satisfactory knowledge of God.44    
Gandhi is insistent on a type of faith that is compatible with reason.  The 
conclusions of faith cannot be at variance with what one learns from reason.  Bhiku 
Parekh characterizes the role of reason in Gandhi’s religious thought: “Every belief must 
‘pass the test’ of reason, but that did not mean that it could not transcend or go beyond it.  
Reason laid down the minimum not the maximum, and specified what we may not but 
not what we must belief.”45  This characterization is in keeping with Gandhi’s rejection of 
the religious justification, offered by Hindu teachers, of untouchability--that members of 
lower castes deserve to be mistreated given their own misdeeds in previous lives.  In 
1925, Gandhi debated Vaikam pundits who appealed to the authority of sacred scripture 
to bolster this claim.  Insisting that any writing that could justify such injustice is not 
sacred, Gandhi tried to show the pundits the evils of untouchability in ways that went 
beyond simply putting forth a different interpretation of religious teachings.  The 
Mahatma recounts, “I appealed to their reason.  I appealed to their humanity.  And I 
appealed to the Hinduism in them. “46 Elsewhere Gandhi states, “I decline to be bound by 
any interpretation, however learned it may be, if it is repugnant to reason or moral 
sense.”47  
The goal in Hinduism is, of course, to attain liberation from the cycles of birth 
and death (moksha).  It is the psychological self from which Hindus seek liberation as 
that is the product of each being’s actions (be they actions from this life or previous ones) 
according to dominant Hindu thought. This is the case even though atman is the only 
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reality.  The psychological self reincarnates from life to life and it is the atman that 
accumulates karma (the force by which the consequences of actions are determined) by 
subsuming the psychological self.  The empirical, psychological self (which, like our 
bodies, results from causal processes that extend over many lifetimes) dwells in the 
atman.48  The psychological self, which is what differentiates beings from one another in 
the natural world, is a part of nature (prakriti) while the atman or pure transcendental ego 
comprises spirit (purusha) that lies beyond the natural world in the dualistic nature/spirit 
Hindu scheme.  The Bhagavad-Gita Chapter 7: 13-1749 illustrates this division between 
nature and spirit by analogy with the division between field (nature) and the knower of 
the field (spirit).  Just as the field is the place where events like growth, decline, and other 
changes take place, it is the psychological self (which includes the body) that experiences 
transitions.  The knower of the field insofar as the knower is inactive and detached, is 
said to resemble the pure transcendental ego known as atman.    
Since it is the psychological self that is the product of each being’s actions and 
since it is that same self which differentiates beings from one another, Hindu thinkers 
regard letting go of the psychological self and thereby realizing atman (in all its 
uninterrupted form) as the means for attaining moksha. This clearly seems to be Gandhi’s 
idea when he states,  “I do believe that complete annihilation of one’s self—individuality, 
sensuality, personality—whatever you call it, is an absolute condition of perfect joy and 
peace.”50 As noted earlier, pure bliss is an attribute of atman. Thus for Gandhi realizing 





   
AGAPE (CHARITY) AND EROS 
 
Now brief discussion about how love has been understood philosophically is of 
relevance since it can enrich the background offered here. In the Western tradition, agape 
is the term most typically used to refer to the kind of love Gandhi advocates.  Agape, 
commonly defined as unselfish love for all,51 has been contrasted in the history of 
Western philosophy since at least the time of Democritus with eros.  Eros was regarded—
in  pre-Socratic discussions—as love associated with eroticism (sensual pleasures) and 
with forms in general and beauty in particular in more sophisticated discussions (like 
those of Plato and the neo-Platonists).52 Instances of Gandhian thought and commentary 
cited below indicate clearly that Gandhi advocates something like agape,53 or unselfish 
love for all.  Gandhi states, “Perhaps ‘love’ does not express my meaning fully.  The 
nearest word is ‘charity’.”54 Given that charity (in the sense of the Latin word ‘caritas’) is 
typically identified in Christian thought with agape, we can see a basis for maintaining 
that Gandhi does, in fact, advocate something like agape. Gandhi asserts that Paul’s 
understanding of love in the New Testament is—for all practical purposes—identical to 
his own.  “Ahimsa means love in the Pauline sense, and yet something more than the love 
defined by St. Paul, although I know St. Paul’s beautiful definition is good enough for all 
practical purposes.”55 The additional elements that Gandhi sees ahimsa to have which are 
not included in St. Paul’s definition (e.g. non-possession, non-consequentialism, 
ascetism) will be explored in Chapter 3. 
For Gandhi, genuine love requires truth as its goal.  “Without truth there is no 
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love; without truth, it may be affection as for one’s country to the injury of others: or 
infatuation, as of a young girl: or love may be unreasoning or blind; as of ignorant 
parents for their children.”56 In this remark we can already see the tension in Gandhi’s 
thought between love and detachment as genuine love does not seem to run contrary to 




In this chapter I have offered an introductory overview of Gandhi’s central ideas.  
The background provided by this chapter will prove useful during the rest of this 
dissertation.  As I explore the tensions in Gandhi’s thought between love, identification, 
and detachment, key concepts put forth in this chapter will aide in better understanding 
both the presence and significance of the tension as well as possible resolutions to it.
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CHAPTER II: GANDHI’S CONJOINT ADVOCACY OF 
DETACHMENT, IDENTIFICATION, AND UNIVERSAL LOVE 
  
In this chapter I will explore Gandhi’s justification for conjointly advocating love, 
identification, and detachment given his overall philosophy.  This chapter is intended to 
shed light on the nature of the tension among those concepts collectively, [and among 
different senses of each in Gandhi’s thought].   Each of the concepts will be treated 
separately in order to show their relation to Gandhi’s ultimate existential aim (Truth).      
Gandhi’s conjoint advocacy of love, identification, and detachment is perhaps 
most glaring in the farewell he wrote to his autobiography.  We read:  
To see the universal and all pervading Spirit of Truth face to face one must be 
able to love the meanest of creation as oneself.  And a man who aspires after that 
cannot afford to keep out of any field of life… 
Identification with everything that lives is impossible without self-
purification…God can never be realized by one who is not pure of heart.  Self-
purification therefore must mean purification in all walks of life.  And purification 
being highly infectious, purification of oneself necessarily leads to the 
purification of one’s surroundings.   
But the path of self-purification is hard and steep. To attain to perfect purity one 
has to become absolutely passion free in thought, speech, and action: to rise above 
the opposing currents of love and hatred, attachment, and repulsion…To conquer 
the subtle passions seems to me to be harder far than the physical conquest of the 
world by the force of arms…So long as a man does not of his own free will put 
himself last among his fellow creatures there is no salvation for him.1   
 
That Gandhi admonishes the reader, in the same excerpt, to both “love the 
meanest of creation as oneself” (and thus identify “with everything that lives”) and “to 
rise above the opposing currents of love and hatred, attachment, and repulsion” 
underscores the tension in his thought between love and identification, on the one hand, 
and detachment, on the other. Gandhi’s emphasis on self-purification can be seen as 
further endorsement of detachment, since Gandhi regards self-purification as attainable 
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only by the renunciation of desires.2 An individual seeking “realization of the Highest” 
will, he says, “seek out the passions lingering in the innermost recesses of his heart and 
will incessantly strive to get rid of them.” Renouncing passions entails detachment from 
the fruits (e.g. sense pleasures, results) that are the aim of passions, for once the fruits are 
no longer desired the passions can be more easily extinguished. In regard to renunciation 
(detachment) Gandhi cites, in his autobiography, chapter II verse 59 of the Bhagavad-
Gita.  The passage in the Gita states, “The sense-objects turn away from an abstemious 
soul leaving the relish behind.  The relish also disappears with the realization of the 
Highest.”3 Later, in chapter 3, we will see this passage exemplified by Gandhi’s 
brahmacharya vow, which aimed to extinguish desires for non-procreative sex, excessive 
eating and the like.  
Gandhi’s farewell shows that all three prominent concepts—love, identification, 
and detachment have the same goal for Gandhi—namely, the realization of truth.   
Gandhi invokes this goal in the farewell (in which he affirms loving the meanest of 
creation as oneself “To see the…all pervading Spirit of Truth face to face….”) as well as 
in his statement to S. Radhakrishnan, “Realization of Truth is impossible without 
complete merging of oneself in, and identification with (the) limitless ocean of life.”4 The 
goal is also emphasized in Gandhi’s statement that “The realization of truth can only be 
attained by the man of pure detachment.”5  
That for Gandhi universal love, identification with all living beings, and 
detachment all have the same goal is constitutive of the inherent tensions among those 
concepts in his thought.  We cannot suppose, for example, that identifying with all and 
detachment are unrelated activities for the Mahatma and thus that no inherent tension 
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exists in his advocating both activities.  Gandhi obviously thinks that if we are to realize 
truth, we must detach ourselves from (among other things) sense pleasures and desires 
and love universally—actions that are obviously different and, as we shall soon see in 
this chapter, seemingly antithetical.  Each of the three concepts will now be explored 
separately.     
   
DETACHMENT 
  
Gandhi explains detachment by use of comparison and analogy.  In discussing the 
capacity to discern truth, he calls on us, according to Pyarelal, his biographer and close 
associate for over 30 years, “to listen to the voice of ‘pure reason’, ‘inner voice’, ‘divine 
whispering’ or…whatever name one may choose to call it.”6 The sounds heard in such 
discernment are compared to “divine music”:  
The divine music is incessantly going on within ourselves, but the loud 
senses drown the delicate music.  The (realization) of truth can only be attained 
by the man of pure detachment.  Anger, greed, pride, fear, all these things draw a 
veil across the seeker’s eyes.7 
 
We can infer here that Gandhi regards objectivity (in an epistemic and practical sense) as 
a necessary condition for attaining truth—which, to reiterate, is the ultimate cognitive, 
moral, and existential end.  Indeed distinctions between the theoretical and practical are 
alien to Gandhian thought, as all truth—by its very nature—has practical import.  
Ultimately, the divine music metaphor suggests, objectivity is undermined by attachment 
to desires and sense pleasures.  Since the goal of detachment for Gandhi is realization of 
truth, one who seeks truth while attached to desires and pleasures is like a parent who 
refuses to accept a teacher’s criticism of her child or a drunkard not being able to see the 
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problems drinking is causing in his life.  Such views are distorted by attachments.   
Moreover, we can see in the above illustrations that ascetic detachment, or detachment 
from the senses, is necessary for Gandhian objectivity.  This is not the only kind of 
detachment Gandhi advocates, as I will show later in both this chapter and the next.  
Ultimately, considering the kinds of detachment that Gandhi advocates will prove crucial 
to seeing that the Gandhian concepts of love, identification, and detachment are 
compatible.      
Gandhi further indicates that the realization of truth is the end of detachment by 
the following:  
“A man who is swayed by passions may have good enough intentions, 
may be truthful in word, but he will never find the Truth.  A successful search for 
Truth means complete deliverance from the dual thong such as of love and hate, 
happiness, and misery.”8  
 
Regarding the role of detachment in enabling receptiveness toward truth, Pyarelal 
offers an analogy involving a body of water to illustrate Gandhi’s idea of the ideal and 
balanced mind.   It is a mind, writes Pyarelal:  
…(I)n which the impact of the sense objects upon the senses sets up no 
turbulence; which ever remains clear and serene, like a still-lying lake without a 
wave or ripple to wrinkle its surface, so that through its placid depths one can see 
the smallest particle at the bottom clearly and steadily.  Such a mind will remain 
unmoved and unclouded by pleasure or pain, joys or sorrow, hatred or attachment.  
The judgment will always be clear, the purpose firm and unwavering.  Now, let 
the slightest spreading ripple disturb the surface of the lake in our analogy, and 
the view becomes distorted, objects begin to swim and dance.  They no longer 
appear in their true shape, judgment is darkened, purpose does not hold.9 
 
Detachment is, according to Gandhi, necessary for sound judgment; conversely 
attachment promotes maya, or false understandings of reality.  It is as a result of 
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attachment to passions that the figurative veil drawn across the eyes or the distorted view 
of the lake-depths is mistaken for ultimate reality.  Gandhi’s regular use of the following 
quotation from the Isawasya Upanishad during morning prayers in his ashram 
underscores the idea of truth veiled: 
  The face of reality is surrounded by the golden veil. 
  O Provider of the world, unveil the refulgent face, 
  That the Truth seeker can have a glimpse 
  Of the light of reality.10 
  
 It is notable that Gandhi does not see a renouncer as leading a life devoid of 
activity:    
Some object that life thus understood becomes dull and devoid of art, and 
leaves no room for the householder.  But I think in saying this they misinterpret 
the word ‘renunciation’.  Renunciation does not mean abandoning the world and 
retiring in the forest. 
The spirit of renunciation should rule all the activities of life. A 
householder does not cease to be one if he regards life as a duty rather than as an 
indulgence.  A cobbler, a cultivator, a tradesman, or a barber may be inspired in 
their work or activities either by the spirit of renunciation or merely by the desire 
for self-indulgence.  A merchant who carries on his business in a spirit of sacrifice 
will have crores passing through his hands, but he will, if he follows the law, use 
his abilities for service.  He will, therefore, not cheat or speculate, will lead a 
simple life, will not injure a living soul and will lose millions rather than harm 
anybody…No doubt these sacrificers obtain their livelihood by their work.  But 
livelihood is not their objective, but only a by-product of their vocation 11  
 
We can see from this passage that detachment from self-indulgence and excessiveness is 
not, according to Gandhi, inconsistent with a life of activity--be one a householder, 
cultivator, or tradesman.  As we will see, a life of activity is essential to him for 
upholding the law of love.   
 We have seen again in this section that Gandhi sees detachment as necessary for 
the realization of truth.  In particular, detachment from sense pleasures and desires is 
 
 24 
needed for an objective comprehension of reality, and detachment from self-indulgence 
and excessiveness is conducive to a life of full activity—which we will soon see is 
necessary for realizing truth according to the Mahatma. 
 
DETACHMENT AS A MEANS FOR MOKSHA 
  
Gandhi, when commenting on his ideal of non-possession, eloquently brought 
home the importance of detachment for attaining what, to Hindus, is the goal of life.  We 
read: 
If people try, they can reduce their wants and, as the latter diminish, they 
become happier, more peaceful and healthier.  From the standpoint of pure truth, 
the body, too, is a possession.  It has been truly said that desire for enjoyment 
creates bodies for the soul and sustains them.  When this desire vanishes, there 
remains no further need for the body and man is free from the vicious cycle of 
births and deaths.  The soul is omnipresent; why should she care to be confined 
within the cage-like body, or do evil and even kill for the sake of that cage?  We 
thus arrive at the ideal of total renunciation and learn the use of the body for the 
purposes of service so long as it exists, so much so that service, and not bread, 
becomes for us the stuff of life. We eat and drink, sleep and wake, for service 
alone. Such an attitude of mind brings us real happiness and the beatific vision in 
the fullness of time. Let us all examine ourselves from this standpoint.12 
 
To better understand the Mahatma’s thoughts here some additional background in Hindu 
thought is necessary.  Hindus believe that that which perpetuates the separate empirical 
self (like the attachment to and pursuit of sense objects and desires) should be eradicated.  
Pursuing the desires that are characteristic of a separate and individual self results in 
continued existence in the realm of prakriti—the realm in which the death, re-birth, and 
their attendant sufferings as well as the separation of the empirical self are constant 
realities.  Hence Gandhi’s statement: “Where there is desire there is attachment and while 
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there is attachment moksha (liberation from births and death) is impossible.”13 As Parekh 
puts it: 
A desire presupposed a self, its seat or bearer, and its gratification 
involved the gratification and confirmation of the self and perpetuated the illusion 
of individuality. The self, itself a creation of desires, projected itself into the 
world and endured in time by means of desires.  In the ultimate analysis, it was 
nothing but a cluster of interrelated desires and could not be dissolved without 
eliminating the desires altogether.  Its dissolution consisted in mastering the 
senses, overcoming the ‘bondage of the flesh’ and cultivating total detachment or 
desirelessness.14 
   
 We can now see the basis in Hindu thought for advocating detachment as an ideal.  
Detachment in Hinduism entails eradicating (reducing to zero) the psychological self—
the self that is caught up in the cycles of birth and death.  Aspects of the True Self (e.g. 
non-violence, desirelessness) are present in everyday life and identifying more fully with 
these aspects leads to eradicating the psychological self.   The True Self (atman) is, as the 
experiences of the self-purified have confirmed, pure bliss and realization of that Self 
entails release from the sufferings of everyday existence. Once the psychological 
(reincarnating) self is truly eradicated, we supposedly become one with the fixed, 
unchanging True Self (atman).  Moksha, in other words, is reached.  Gandhi identifies 
reaching this state with realizing Truth—the only reality and what all are always seeking 
(however unconsciously).   
While the term “detachment” seems to imply a withdrawal and separation of the 
self from the world, detachment for Gandhi does not imply indifference and is compatible 
with (if not a necessary corollary of) the life of service. Evidently it is detachment, not 
from the welfare of others, but from one’s own passions and interests that renders an act 
loving for the Mahatma.  Such a characterization is in line with Gandhi’s statement that 
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“Non-attachment does not include ignorance, cruelty, and indifference.”15 Detachment 
from self-interests is entailed by the eradication of desires.  This follows since the 
empirical self is constituted by desires, so that acting in the interests of that self is the 
same as acting on the basis of desires. Detachment from self-interest is different from 
(though not inconsistent with) the ascetic kind of detachment I earlier showed Gandhi to 
advocate.  One can be both selflessly concerned for others and desirous of sense 
pleasures or both ascetic and unconcerned with others.  Whether we can practice such 
detachment without perpetuating self/other distinctions that undermine genuine 
identification remains to be seen.   
 
IDENTIFICATION AND REALIZING TRUTH 
  
Just as Gandhi advocates the virtue of detachment by using comparison and 
analogy, so too does he call for universal love and identification with all living beings.  
For Gandhi (as is clearly implied in his farewell), identification is seeing the Universal 
Self as it pervades all as well as taking on the needs of all (i.e. realizing truth) as one’s 
own.  Taking on the need of all is entailed by the conscious willingness to practice non-
violence since such practice leads to the eradication of self/other distinctions.    
In a column published in Young India he expounds on his belief in the oneness of 
humanity by invoking the sun.  The Mahatma writes: 
I believe in the oneness of God and, therefore, of humanity.  What though 
we have many bodies?  We have but one soul.  The rays of the sun are many 
through refraction.  But they have the same source.  I cannot, therefore, detach 





For though the ideal state for the Mahatma is one of detachment, he seems to think some 
forms of attachment (like those entailed by identification which will be discussed below) 
are clearly acceptable.  Given the context of the above passage, we can gather that the 
detachment ruled out there is a kind of separateness, individuation or nonidentity from 
the other.   
Furthermore, the source of the “one soul” Gandhi refers to in the above passage is 
clearly God (the Universal Self).  Hence his remark that “(W)e are all tarred with the 
same brush, and are children of one and the same Creator, and as such the divine powers 
within us are infinite.”17 Elsewhere, Gandhi proclaims “the essential unity of God and 
man and for that matter all that lives” and says that “all mankind are in essence alike”18.  
The commonality of living beings indicates to the Mahatma the oneness of Ultimate 
Reality (God). Experiencing that oneness (which genuine identification strives for and 
which is the same as experiencing truth—the only reality) is the proper goal of all action. 
We must strive to feel for the other as we do for ourselves. Elsewhere, Gandhi writes: 
Man’s ultimate aim is the realization of God, and all his activities, social, 
political, religious, have to be guided by the ultimate aim of the vision of God.  
The immediate service of all human beings becomes a necessary part of the 
endeavor, simply because the only way to find God is to see Him in His creation 
and be one with it.  This can only be done by service of all.  I am a part and parcel 
of the whole, and I cannot find Him apart from the rest of humanity.19  
 
Here identification is a means for realizing truth.  By selflessly serving others and by 
striving to see the essential sameness of all (identifying with every living thing) one 
realizes the truth (God) manifested both in oneself and in all that exists.  Minimizing 
desire (which comprises the everyday self) by engaging in selfless action as well as 
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looking beyond the external differences among living beings reveals the Universal Self 
which, for Gandhi, is identical with truth and God.  Identification is the same both as 
seeing the Universal Self (atman) pervading all (as Gandhi’s words in his farewell show) 
and as taking the needs of all others as one’s own.  Thus identification reveals the truth 
(atman) that underlies external differences. 
Full realization of truth can only be had by acting in a way that is closest to 
everyone’s collective interests given that one cannot impede another’s realization of truth 
(what everyone is aiming for) without also impeding his own realization.  Gandhi states, 
“A slave-holder cannot hold a slave without putting himself or his deputy in the cage 
holding the slave.”20 As we saw in the last chapter, for Gandhi violence towards others 
impedes identification—which, to reiterate, is necessary for realizing truth.  Therefore  
taking on the needs of all others as one’s own (specifically the need to be free from the 
harms of violence which include, among other things, coercion and exploitation) enables 
an individual to act in ways that are conducive to his full realization of truth.  Of course, 
it is never possible fully to act in accordance with everyone’s interests.  In chapter 3, I 
will address this point when I discuss the inevitable discrimination that love entails and 
the inevitable violence entailed by existence.    
Though Gandhi sees identification as equivalent to love, as we will see more 
clearly in the next section, his treatment of the two concepts indicates a lack of 
equivalence.  Each of the three major concepts discussed in this chapter (love, 
identification, and detachment) entail more than one necessary condition for Gandhi.  
Gandhi, though, seems to see the presence of a given necessary condition as sufficient for 
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the presence of a given concept and that two concepts are equivalent if they share at least 
one necessary condition. That equivalence requires more will be clear when we consider 
the necessary conditions of Gandhian love.  Love, as we shall see in the next chapter in 
the discussion of the logical relations among this dissertation’s key concepts, includes 
more elements than identification (e.g. moral concern).  Identification is seeing the 
Universal Self (truth) as it pervades all things and taking on the needs of all (full 
realization of Truth) as one’s own.   
 
GANDHI’S DEFINITION OF LOVE 
 
 
Having explicated the Gandhian conceptions of detachment and identification and 
their relation to truth, I now turn to the Mahatma’s conception of love.  In this section, I 
will explain how Gandhi defines love by paying particular attention to what he sees as its 
ideal exemplification.  For the Mahatma, love is a kind of selfless, nonviolent, active, and 
objective concern. 
Gandhi says, in responding to a question concerning the role the restraining of 
others (to prevent them from harming themselves) may have in the practice of non-
violence, that he would not mind the inevitable resistance such restraining would bring 
because his actions “would be dictated by unadulterated love; there is not even the 
selfishness of loving behind it.”21 That Gandhi, in the same passage, both vindicates an 
action on the grounds that the action is dictated by unadulterated love and decries the 
“selfishness of loving” indicates that genuine love is defined for him specifically in a way 
that excludes self-indulgence.  For Gandhi, genuine love does not perpetuate a separate 
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self since one properly engaged in it is completely concerned for the well-being of others 
without regard for or reference to her own comforts.  Gandhi, states “One who would 
serve others will not waste a thought upon his own comforts, which he leaves to be 
attended to or neglected by his Master on high.”22 
Gandhi refuses, moreover, to regard the unavoidable destruction of life that 
farming requires as ahimsa (the law of love), yet classifies his own mercy killing of a calf 
as being ahimsa because “The underlying motive with the farmer is to subserve his own 
interest or, say, that of society.  Ahimsa on the other hand rules out such interested 
destruction.”23 Since the killing of the calf “was undertaken for the sake of the…animal 
itself” and since “(the calf’s) good was the only motive” Gandhi regards his action as an 
instance of ahimsa (love).  Hence, acts of genuine love are for Gandhi free from self-
interest and are done solely out of concern for the well being of the other. 
Gandhi recounts the incident of mercy killing when addressing the question of 
whether it is ever possible to administer violence in a spirit of love.  Gandhi’s rather 
counterintuitive answer is: 
No.  Never.  I shall give an illustration from my own experiment.  A calf 
was lame and had developed terrible sores: he could not eat and breathed with 
difficulty.  After three days’ argument with myself and my co-workers I put an 
end to its life.  Now that action was non-violent because it was wholly unselfish, 
inasmuch as the sole purpose was to achieve the calf’s relief from pain.  Some 
people have called this an act of violence.  I have called it a surgical operation.  I 
should do exactly the same thing with my child, if he were in the same 
predicament.  My point is that non-violence as the supreme law of our being 
ceases to be such the moment you talk of exceptions.24   
 
Gandhi’s calling his taking of the calf’s life “non-violent” indicates that he 
considers his act to be loving since, as we will see in the next chapter, non-violence is 
 
 31 
equivalent to love for him.  Moreover the above comments, while seemingly contrary to 
Gandhi’s well noted concession that violence may sometimes be justified (particularly for 
those who have not developed a non-violent spirit yet seek to promote moral ends),25  
help show us which elements of detachment the Mahatma sees as necessary for genuine 
acts of love. 
According to Parekh, Gandhi saw significant parallels between the love and 
detachment he advocates and the love and detachment he thinks God manifests in the 
world.  A good surgeon also exemplifies for Gandhi the right kind of love and 
detachment.  Parekh writes: 
Gandhi thought that God’s love for the world was of this kind; deep and 
warm yet non-emotional, serene and detached.  At a different level a surgeon 
operating on a patient in agony exemplified it to some extent.  He was caring, 
reassuring, full of good will and concerned to do all he could to help his patient, 
but also detached, calm and emotionally uninvolved.  Indeed he could only 
operate on him if he remained detached and unperturbed by his pain.26   
 
That Gandhi saw the good surgeon’s actions as exemplifying the right kind of love and 
detachment is implied in his own deeds and words (e.g. those concerning the mercy 
killing of the calf).  Thus the good surgeon analogy is not simply one commentator’s way 
of explaining Gandhi’s idea.  
The selfless aspect of Gandhian love is further illustrated by the Mahatma’s 
description of the moral act as being “free from fear or compulsion so there should be no 
self-interest behind it.”27  Love and morality are significantly related (if not 
interchangeable concepts) for Gandhi. He cites Shakespeare’s comment that “love born 
out of the profit motive is no love” to illustrate his just quoted statement regarding 
morality and self-interest.  Elsewhere Gandhi states, “compassion is the root of 
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morality.”28 Thus a necessary condition of morality for Gandhi is compassion (daya).  
Compassion, as we will soon see, is the “concrete expression” of love according to the 
Mahatma.  Though Gandhi never gives anything like a definition of compassion, as we 
will also soon see, he says there is as much love as there is compassion.  Thus 
compassion and love underlie morality (which should be free of self-interest).  Love 
therefore excludes self-interest for Gandhi.   
The metaphors by which Gandhi describes love indicate that love for him is an 
objective concern or sentiment of goodwill29 manifested by one engaged in the right 
action, rather than a subjective emotion.  Indeed it is notable that Gandhian love shares 
significant features with prevalent Western (especially Kantian) conceptions of reason.  
Specifically, such love is objective, universal, and unifying amid differences.  This love, 
as we have seen above, is also for Gandhi the foundation of morality as well as the 
ultimate law of the universe (since it underlies the cohesion, order, and cooperation that 
enables physical being, life, and societies to flourish; see chapter 3).  Gandhian love, 
however, contains an affective dimension (concern) lacking in Kantian reason.  As 
discussed in the last chapter, reason for Gandhi is a useful, early stage, discriminatory 
tool that rules out what we shouldn’t believe, not the final authority of our beliefs.   
Reason, along with faith in such things as the testimony of the purified self and then the 
experiences to which that faith leads, are necessary tools for more fully realizing Truth 
(which is the only reality and ultimate end). Since love leads to direct experience of 
Ultimate Reality, it is given primacy over reason in Gandhian morality.   It remains to be 
seen whether Gandhi’s understanding of love (as reason-like; objective and universal) 
does justice to love’s moral and psychological appeal (which seems to result from 
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construing love as subjective and discriminatory). 
TENSIONS WITHIN THE CONCEPT OF DETACHMENT 
 
We have seen Gandhi’s basis for conjointly advocating detachment, 
identification, and love.  But a number of tensions emerge from that advocacy.  Some 
tensions emerge from the various conceptions of detachment that Gandhi holds, apart 
from the other two conceptions.  For Gandhi the renunciation that is required by (at least 
some kinds of) detachment brings enjoyment, as a by-product, to humans.  He comments 
on the duty to perform service without favor, desire, or indulgence by placing all one’s 
resources at the disposal of humanity: “For human beings renunciation is enjoyment.  
This is what differentiates man from the beast.”30  As we saw earlier, for Gandhi, “desire 
for enjoyment creates bodies for the soul and sustains them.  When this desire vanishes, 
there remains no further need for the body and man is free from the vicious cycles of 
births and deaths.”  Renunciation brings enjoyment but the desire for enjoyment creates 
bodies and perpetuates the vicious cycles of births and deaths.  Also, it should be recalled 
that realization of atman is a form of enjoyment (bliss).  Hence, Gandhi’s advocacy of 
renunciation and realization of atman seems to entail the desire for enjoyment—a desire 
we must eradicate to reach our ultimate aim. 
Gandhi calls on us to eliminate the desire for enjoyment (and thereby become, 
among other things, free from the “cage” that confines the soul), to arrive at the ideal of 
total renunciation, and to devote our bodies to service.  Once again, we can notice the 
tension in his thought between different conceptions of detachment, given that devoting 
oneself to service seems to create, not reduce, wants.  For serving others seems to entail 
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one have desires for their well-being.    
The paradoxical connection between enjoyment as a by-product of renunciation 
and renunciation of enjoyment is a manifestation of the paradox in his thought between 
one kind of detachment and its consequence (enjoyment and thus desire).   
Furthermore, it is notable that Gandhi “cannot detach” himself from the 
“wickedest soul” (and does not wish to).  Indeed, depending on what kind of detachment 
is referred to in the passage, the above comments from Young India may further confirm 
the tension between different kinds of detachment in Gandhi’s thought.  For though the 
ideal state for the Mahatma is one of detachment, he seems to think that does not rule out 
some forms of attachment (e.g. those which involve loving and identifying with the 
wickedest). 
 
TENSION BETWEEN IDENTIFICATION AND DETACHMENT 
 
 
Gandhi’s understanding of the ideal and balanced mind also seems to be at 
variance with his words concerning why he could not remain unmoved when he saw the 
situation of the suffering masses.  He states, “I would be less than human if with all my 
knowledge of avoidable misery pervading the land and of the sight of mere skeletons 
under the very shadow of the Lord of the universe, I did not feel with and for all the 
suffering but dumb millions of India.”31   For if a necessary condition for being human is 
to be affected by the seemingly external suffering of others (suffering which impacts the 
senses) it would seem that it would not be human to have what Gandhi regards as the 
ideal and balanced state of mind.  Thus there is an apparent tension in Gandhi’s thought 
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between identification and detachment.  Identification with another implies a kind of 
involvement (feeling with and for the other’s suffering) that comes from taking on the 
needs of the other as one’s own.  Such involvement and feeling seems to be precluded by 
detachment (a mind-state which, for Gandhi, aims to be unaffected by external 
circumstances).       
Furthermore, Gandhi holds that to avoid perpetuating a separate self we must 
practice selfless concern for others.  This seems to entail treating oneself and others 
differently—a treatment that perpetuates self/other distinctions and thus undermines 
identification.  
The eradication of self/other distinctions leads to identification and selflessness 
supposedly eradicates distinctions between oneself and others. Selflessness (a significant 
kind of Gandhian detachment) however is not equivalent to (nor does it even seem to 
imply) identification. The selfless mother who is exclusively concerned about the well 
being of her children has not taken on the needs of all as her own and thus is not 
upholding Gandhian identification.  Thus a further gap may exist between detachment 
and identification.  
 
TENSION BETWEEN GANDHI’S NOTION OF IDENTIFICATION AND 
COMMON UNDERSTANDINGS OF LOVE 
 
 
Difficulties also arise between Gandhian identification and common 
understandings of love.  Love and identification are identical for Gandhi.  He states, 
“(To) identify ourselves with every human being without exception…is called cohesion 
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or attraction in scientific language.  In the popular language it is called love.”32 The 
psychological self is eradicated by selfless activity (an essential aspect of Gandhian love).  
The eradication of that self leads to identification with the all pervading Universal Self—
which is supposed to be a kind of love.  This brings its own problems; notably whether 
such identification does away with love’s affirmation of the uniqueness of the other or 
entails an attitude of presumption regarding the other’s needs.    
As some feminists have argued, genuine love, by its very nature, seems to require 
exclusion.  Love may well call on us to affirm the uniqueness of the other party in a way 
that grants that uniqueness a revered status.  Revering the uniqueness of the other, 
however, seems to affirm that which separates the other from everything else and thus to 
oppose the realization of the ultimate oneness (an essential part of identification) we have 
seen Gandhi embrace.  Val Plumwood writes in response to the dominant Western moral 
philosophers: 
The structure of rational meritocracy acts as a counterweight to the 
injunction to the moral subject to consider others differently placed.  Under these 
background assumptions, as feminists have cogently argued, the ideal of impartial 
moral reason must erase the other both in the sense of the differentiated and 
differently placed moral subject and in the sense of particularity, ‘the sensuous, 
desiring and emotional experience that ties me to the concreteness of things’ 
(Young, 62).  Such a universalization is a technique for canceling difference, for 
including the other in the moral sphere by treating it as another master, as the 
egoistic self in an extended guise.33  
 
For Plumwood, the ideal of objective reason that underlies objective concern for 
all (a concern entailed in Gandhi’s call to take on the needs of all others as one’s own) 
does away with the special bonds that evoke moral concern in the first place.  While 
Plumwood’s critique of universalization in ethics is specifically directed toward 
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Western philosophers influenced by the Kantian tradition, its force can be felt by the 
Gandhian.  Like the Kantian, Gandhi too seems to be guilty of canceling the differences 
that are deemed essential in forming the bonds characteristic of genuine love.  By 
calling for the letting go of that which separates us from each other (in order to identify 
with all), Gandhi may indeed be vulnerable to Plumwood’s criticism.   The desires and 
propensities that are seen as distinctively feminine, for example, seem largely 
responsible for the sense of moral connection a man feels towards his wife.  Since 
Gandhi calls on us to let go of that which separates us from ultimate reality (e.g. our 
distinct desires and propensities) he may be doing away with that which causes us to be 
concerned about others in the first place. In order to love we must appreciate the other 
as other. That appreciation seems to preclude identification (which aims to eradicate 
distinctions between self and other).      
Furthermore, to take on the needs of another as one’s own (also an essential 
aspect of Gandhian identification) seems to presuppose that the identifier knows what the 
needs of the one with whom she identifies are.  Aiming to identify in the face of 
disagreement between the identified with and the identifier regarding the former’s needs 
seems contrary to love. If an oppressed individual sees his needs not as including the full 
realization of truth by practicing non-violence but to be comprised primarily of acquiring 
the means to live extravagantly, a conflict exists between the individual and a Gandhian 
regarding the former’s needs.  Love, as it is usually understood, aims to accept and 
understand others as they are, not to impose one’s own beliefs on the other. This 
understanding conflicts with the objectives of Gandhian identification--to realize the True 
Self which includes aiming to reform others.  Also the acceptance and understanding 
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thought to be required by genuine love entail acknowledging the primacy of the 
experiences (sources of knowledge) of others.  These are experiences, however, that the 
identifier cannot seem to share.  These problems will be discussed in Chapter 4.   
Another problem for Gandhi’s call to identify with all as it relates to common 
understandings of love is that it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that all acts of love are 
ultimately exclusionary in practice.  At any given time one can only devote resources to 
the aid of some and not all and by aiding some living beings others are inevitably 
harmed.  The surgeon, for example, who is engaged in selfless action in advancing the 
welfare of an ailing child is not only denying her services to others who need them but is 
positively harming living beings (e.g. mirco-organisms) in the process of doing her work.  
Thus it seems that all acts of love entail some degree of exclusion and cannot be 
universalized in the sense of benefiting all simultaneously.  The ideal (as opposed to acts) 
of identification can be universalized, and though it is clear that Gandhi advocates 
universalizing the identification concept, that universalization cannot be had in practice.  
As we saw in chapter 1, we cannot identify with those we are violent toward. Since we 
must be violent toward some, we cannot identify with all.  Thus it would seem that the 












TENSION BETWEEN LOVE AND DETACHMENT 
 
 
Finally, a problem arises for Gandhi when we consider that love—even non-
discriminatory universal love—seems always to require desire and attachment to the 
objects of desire.  Even action based on objective and selfless concern for all, seems to 
bring with it desire for the well being of all. How others are doing will matter to us if we 
engage in love, and such concern seems contrary to having an unaffected, detached mind.      
It is therefore problematic to regard such love as compatible with the state of detachment 
ideal to Gandhi and Hinduism.  Far from enabling the elimination of a separate, 
differentiated self, love (as Gandhi understood it) seems to only enlarge the aggregate of 
desires that is the external, everyday self.   
  To truly love others for Gandhi seems to require detachment from one’s self 
(i.e.letting go of selfishness), and to truly be detached from one’s self seems to require 
complete love of (which includes selfless service toward) all other living beings.  Hence, 
Gandhi’s statement “It is a contradiction in terms to describe any man as free from 
attachment and without compassion.”34   Given that for Gandhi there is as much love as 
there is compassion and, as we will see again in the next chapter, compassion, for him is 
the “concrete expression” of love35, Gandhi sees detachment as entailing love since 
compassion entails love (where there is one there is an equal amount of the other). 
But counter-examples to this claim of Gandhi’s seem readily available.  Consider 
the case of Arjuna in the Bhagavad-Gita, who was a member of the warrior caste 
counseled to kill without attachment and thus, it seems, without compassion.  Arjuna was 
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told by Krishna to simply do his duty dispassionately and not hanker after the fruits of his 
actions.  It should be noted, though, that a soldier who is killing dispassionately is not 
upholding all the forms of detachment (e.g. from power, unnecessary violence) that 
Gandhi advocates.  Thus one who commits immoral actions is not detached in Gandhi’s 
special sense of the term.  It should also be remembered that for Gandhi Arjuna’s story is 
a metaphor that calls on us dispassionately to eradicate the desires within (not a literal 
call to arms). Gandhi would not really consider an actual duty-driven, dispassionate 
soldier who kills without regard to consequences as free from attachment since he would 
see such a solder as attached to the power and the self-indulgence of violence.  Moreover, 
examples of detached individuals who are apathetic (e.g. purely objective scientists) and 
thus not compassionate do not undermine Gandhi’s view.  As we will see in the next 
chapter, detachment in Gandhi’s special sense requires active concern (an essential 
element of compassion) as one without such concern cannot know if his actions are really 
detached and leading to his ultimate aim.   Whether the view that detachment from things 
like power and self-indulgence entails compassion is plausible however remains to be 
seen and will be explored in the next chapter.  As we saw above, Gandhi understands 
detachment to require compassion and as incompatible with apathy, heartlessness, cold 
mechanical functioning, and the like.  Detachment is not only consistent with compassion 
but entails it. The problem remains, however, of giving an account of love (and thus 
compassion) that does not entail desire and attachment (things that should be eradicated).  
To reiterate, whether Gandhi’s understanding of love is consistent with his 
understanding of detachment is still uncertain. Identification (which for Gandhi is love), 
largely arises for him from detachment from the everyday self.  Such detachment leads to 
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identifying with the Universal Self as it pervades all.  If identification is incompatible 
with love, we cannot claim that detachment from the everyday self entails love. Such 
would be the case even if detachment from the everyday self entails identification (and 
thus the gap between detachment and identification is narrower than it seems).   
Additionally, we cannot be certain yet of whether the Mahatma’s conception of 
love (and thus compassion) is compatible with his conception of detachment since love 
may in fact increase the aggregate of desires that is the psychological self.  Love, like 
compassion, seems to entail desire for at least the well being of others.  Desire comprises 
the psychological self which we should seek to detach ourselves from.  Thus love, it 
seems, entails attachment.   
Another problem for the compatibility of love and detachment is that love may 
have to be something like a subjective emotion (not objective concern) in order to be 
psychologically and morally valuable. The actions of the good surgeon are said to 
exemplify the Gandhian ideal of love as an objective concern that is compatible with 
detachment. Whether those actions are have the same kind of psychological and mora 
value as love is questionable. It is therefore difficult to see in what sense a good surgeon 
exemplifies love.  The surgeon, after all, is acting out of duty, not from affection that 
arises from a particular relationship with her patient.  It is even difficult to see whether 
the surgeon really exemplifies Gandhian detachment.  The detachment the surgeon 
exemplifies, after all, is the detachment of training and professionalism not the 
detachment of spiritual concern so central to Gandhi’s overall thought.   
If nothing else, however, the good surgeon analogy may help to further show a 
relation between love and detachment in Gandhian thought, given that the surgeon’s 
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detachment seems (to a significant extent) to be proportional to her ability to actively 
serve her patient. Active service, as we will see in greater detail in the next chapter, is 
another essential element of Gandhian love. Of course, the surgeon can be too detached 
to be concerned—which indicates yet again the overall tension between love and 
detachment.   
Even if love is free of subjective emotion (as with the good surgeon) it is still, or 
so it seems, a form of desire or something that entails desire (for, at least, the well being 
of those the love is directed toward).  Desire would seem to merit renunciation by those 
seeking to uphold the ideal of detachment. 
 Furthermore, regarding the relationship of love and selflessness: Love seems to 
require more than selflessness if one and the same act can manifest what, for Gandhi, is 
the right kind of love and detachment.  Thus detachment must mean more than the 
eradication of desires (asceticism) or selflessness if detachment entails love.  The 
identification that is said to arise from selflessness is thus far the only way we can 
suppose that detachment entails love since detachment from the everyday self eradicates 
the self/other distinctions that impede identification.  Gandhi, it should be recalled, 
renounced the “selfishness of love” in describing unadulterated love and thus seemingly 
implied that detachment from the self is sufficient for noticing the compatibility he sees 
between genuine love and detachment.  Unadulterated love, after all, is (by nature) 
compatible with detachment to Gandhi and he sees the renouncing of self-interest to lead 
to unadulterated love.  As indicated earlier, however, a mother who selflessly and 
passionately cares for her children, yet is apathetic toward the well being of all others, is 
not distributing love universally.  Thus selflessness need not lead to either identification 
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with all or Gandhian love, since it does not entail universal concern.   
It would not be accurate to consider the mother an exemplar of love in the 
Gandhian sense.   Selflessness may exist without Gandhian love.  Indeed, as we will see 
in greater detail in the next chapter selflessness is but one necessary condition of 
Gandhian love.   Thus for detachment to entail compassion (as Gandhi claims above), 
detachment must mean more than selflessness (a major kind of Gandhian detachment that 
springs from the eradication of desires and which is thus far the only kind of detachment 
that seems to entail compassion).   
 Detachment from the everyday self is entailed by all of the kinds of detachment 
we have discussed in this chapter.  Such detachment though is not sufficient for universal 
concern and universalizing concern may be impossible in practice.  Thus Gandhi’s 
teachings on detachment and love may be unrealistic.   These problems will be further 
addressed in the next chapter when we consider the doctrine of swadeshi (“one’s own 




In this chapter, significant conclusions have been reached about Gandhian love, 
identification, and detachment (in particular how Gandhi saw the upholding of all three as 
necessary for realizing truth). Genuine love rules out self-interest as well as violence, 
cannot be amorally motivated, and is an objective concern (not a subjective emotion).  
Love, according to Gandhi, is equivalent to identification, which includes seeing truth in 
all that exists.  Love also entails eradicating the desires that constitute the psychological 
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self and thus realizing the True Self (truth).   
Furthermore, even though Gandhi sees identification as being the same as love the 
two concepts merit different treatment in his thought since, for example, identification 
can be amorally motivated.  Identification is seeing the Universal Self (truth) as it 
pervades all things and taking on the needs of all as one’s own.  Identification, therefore, 
reveals truth both because it leads to seeing it everywhere and because realization of truth 
can only be had by one who acts in the collective interest.   
Finally, detachment, for Gandhi, does not imply indifference or withdrawal from 
the world but includes selflessness and the renunciation of desires and actually implies 
compassion—the concrete expression of love.  Detachment, like love, entails eradicating 
the desires of the psychological self and thus realizing truth (the Universal Self).  It will 
be helpful to keep this summary in mind as we discuss possible resolutions and their 
implications to the tensions in Gandhi’s thought among different senses of and between 
love, identification, and detachment.     
 
QUESTIONS FOR LATER PURSUIT 
 
We have seen in this chapter Gandhi’s definitions of and basis for conjointly 
advocating the concepts of love, identification, and detachment as well as the tensions 
that emerge from that advocacy.   I now catalogue eight questions that result from the 
tensions mentioned above, that will be pursued in the remaining chapters  
Love for Gandhi is not a subjective emotion (like fear, jealousy, and desire) but an 
objective concern or sentiment of goodwill.  Therefore, he may not have seen love to 
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merit renunciation (like the passions do).  However we still need to consider: 1) Whether 
love brings a desirous attitude toward the well being of others.  Thus love may 
actually enlarge the aggregate of desires that is the everyday self (the self Gandhi calls on 
us to be detached from). Love, therefore, seems to lead both to the eradication of the 
everyday self (since it entails letting go of self-interests like personal comfort) and the 
enlargement of that self since love brings with it desires toward the well being of others.  
This problem will be addressed in chapter 3, when I more fully discuss the notion of love 
as a desire for truth (an acceptable Gandhian desire). 
2) Additionally, we have not seen: Whether we can regard love as an objective 
concern (as Gandhi does), and not a subjective emotion, without taking away from 
love’s moral and psychological appeal. We tend to find it less attractive to be helped, 
when we are ailing, by those who are acting out of duty than to be helped by those acting 
out of emotional inclinations.  If love is a subjective emotion, however, it would seem 
Gandhi would see it just as worthy of renunciation as the other passions are.  I will 
address this question in chapter 3 when I discuss Gandhi’s view that love advances the 
universal need of realizing truth and I will come back to this problem in chapter 5.    
3) Whether identifying with others is equivalent to love.  Love seems to affirm 
the particularity of the other, and identifying with all entails universal concern and 
presuming to know the experiences of the other and thus may undermine the presumed 
and valued particularity of others. In chapter 3, light will be shed on this problem when I 
discuss how Gandhi thinks acts of love can be universalized while the focus of such acts 
are confined to those with whom one is closest.  In chapter 4 when I show that Gandhian 
identification does not require all share the same external qualities, I will again explore 
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this problem.   
4) Whether detachment entails compassion. This fourth question arises from 
Gandhi’s assertion that “it is a contradiction in terms to describe any man as free from 
attachment and without compassion.”  The question is underscored by the everyday 
notion that complete detachment leads one to become indifferent or apathetic (without 
compassion). Thus the fourth question can be understood to spring from the tension that 
detachment, for Gandhi, entails some kinds of attachment (like those that are included by 
compassion). I will explore this problem in chapter 3 when I discuss the kinds of 
detachment that, to Gandhi, are required by ahimsa (“the law of love”).      
5) Whether we can resolve the paradox that detachment (renunciation) 
brings enjoyment (which is one of the things that is supposed to be renounced).  
Apparently, for Gandhi, some kinds of enjoyment (e.g. experiencing atman) are 
acceptable even for a renouncer.  All worldly enjoyment, however, seems to hamper 
realization of truth as it undermines objectivity.  This problem will be addressed in 
chapter 3 when I discuss Gandhi’s view that renouncement does not entail the doing 
away with all potentially enjoyable activity (e.g. eating).   
6) Whether Gandhi can consistently advocate detachment as an ideal while 
endorsing the fact that he cannot detach himself from the wickedest soul. It seems as 
if for Gandhi we must replace the feelings of disgust the wicked provoke in us with 
attitudes of love.  Such attitudes may also bring feelings of affection (which seem just as 
worthy of renouncement as feelings of disgust).  In chapter 3, when I expound on 
Gandhi’s view that love is necessarily unconditional, light will be shed on this problem.  
We will see there that by not basing our love on how pleasing the acts of others are, we 
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are detaching ourselves from those feelings in us that keep us from seeing the Universal 
Self (truth) in others.  We are therefore not detaching ourselves from the true essence of 
even the wickedest.      
We also need to consider: 7) Whether selfless concern perpetuates self/other 
distinctions since it entails treating oneself differently from others.  Is Gandhian 
selflessness then self-defeating since its aim is to eradicate the very thing it winds up 
perpetuating?  In chapter 3, I will discuss Gandhi’s understandings of self-sufficiency 
(swadeshi) and the sannyasin (ideal renouncer). Gandhi’s understandings of both 
concepts show that, according to his philosophy, a person can properly serve others only 
after she has properly served herself (reached self-sufficiency in her own person).  Thus 
selflessly serving others does not for the Mahatma entail foregoing service to oneself (i.e. 
treating oneself differently from others).   Also in chapter 4, when I expound on Gandhi’s 
view that full realization of truth can only be had collectively and that all therefore have 
the same ultimate objective need (and thus in serving others one is serving herself), this 
question will be further dealt with.   
Finally, we need to determine: 8) Whether identification with all can be had in 
practice.  All acts of love are ultimately exclusionary and aiming to benefit some 
inevitably and positively harms others.  We cannot identify with those we harm (act 
violent toward).  Thus Gandhi’s teachings on identification may be unattainable in 
practice.  I will explore this question in chapter 3, when I discuss Gandhi’s 
acknowledgement that “Complete (non-violence) makes life impossible”.  
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CHAPTER III:  A CONSIDERATION OF POSSIBLE 
RESOLUTIONS 
 
 We have seen in the previous chapter why detachment is regarded as a good in 
Hindu thought (particularly because it can do away with that which separates us from our 
True Self—atman).  Moreover, we have seen how Gandhi—by regarding love as being 
purely selfless and as an objective concern (not a subjective emotion)—may have seen no 
serious problem in consistently advocating detachment and love.  I will show that more 
needs to be done to overcome the problems at hand regarding the compatibility of love, 
identification, and detachment than to conceive love as selfless and objective.  I will 
consider in this chapter other ways the tensions among the three concepts can be resolved 
for Gandhi.  In particular, I will consider resolutions of these tensions that make use of 
insight gained by Gandhi’s understandings of swadeshi (“one’s own country”), ahimsa 
(the “law of love”), the detachment required in upholding the brahmacharya vow (of 
voluntary self-restraint), and the notion of loving atman (the only acceptable object of 
attachment) which, to reiterate, is the True Self of all living beings.  I will argue that 
when atman is conceived as the object of love and when love is unconditional (in 
additional to being selfless, distributed to all without favor, an active objective concern, 
and detached in all of the ways required by ahimsa), we have Gandhian love and that 
such love is not only compatible with but entails Gandhian identification and detachment.  
I will elaborate on problems for each of the resolutions discussed as I set the stage, in the 




LOVE DIRECTED BY THE DEMANDS OF SWADESHI 
  
Gandhi’s advocacy of swadeshi1 may be useful for showing how acts of love can 
be universalized and thus be compatible with identification with all (the focus of the third 
question laid out at the end of chapter 2).  The doctrine of swadeshi also helps answer the 
seventh question laid out in the second chapter—whether selflessness requires treating 
oneself differently from others and thus perpetuates self/other distinctions as well as 
question eight—whether universal concern is attainable in practice.   
Gandhi defines swadeshi  (translated from Sanskrit to mean “one’s own 
country”)2 as “That spirit in us which restricts us to the use and service of our immediate 
surroundings to the exclusion of the more remote.”3 and as “That spirit which dictates 
man to serve his next-door neighbor to the exclusion of any other.”4  Ultimately, love 
becomes universalized for Gandhi when people distribute it to those closest to them and 
they, in turn, distribute it to those closest to them and so on until love becomes 
universally distributed to all.  Gandhi comments: 
I believe in the truth implicitly that a man can serve his neighbors and 
humanity at the same time, the condition being that the service of the neighbors is 
in no way selfish or exclusive, i.e. does not in any way involve the exploitation of 
any other human being.  The neighbors would then understand the spirit in which 
such service is given.  They would also know that they would be expected to give 
their service to their neighbors.  Thus considered, it would spread like the 
proverbial snowball gathering strength in geometrical progression, encircling the 
whole earth…The condition…already mentioned was that the neighbor, thus 
served, had, in his turn, to serve his own neighborhood.  In this sense Swadeshi 
was never exclusive.  It recognized the scientific limitation of human capacity for 
service.  
 
The central role swadeshi plays in Gandhi’s opposition to most forms of religious 
conversion has been well-noted5 as has the role it plays in his economics of self-
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sufficiency.6 Here we can see the doctrine’s significance for the Mahatma’s advocacy of 
universal love.  Practical realities and the demands of humility (which require us not to 
presume we can aid all in the same way) factor pivotally in determining our duties. 
Swadeshi provides a way for Gandhi’s teachings on love to be consistent with those 
realities and demands.  At the same time Gandhi can advocate universal concern.  We 
read: 
(Swadeshi is) the only doctrine consistent with the law of humility and 
love.  It is arrogance to think of launching out to serve the whole of India when I 
am hardly able to serve my own family.  It were better to concentrate my effort 
upon the family and consider that through them I was serving…the whole of 
humanity.7  
  
According to Pyarelal, Gandhi saw the needs of one’s family as having 
precedence over the needs of all others.  Serving one’s family is the first part of an 
overarching hierarchy that ultimately includes all.8  “Thus a man renders his selfless 
service to the family, the family to community, the community to the district, the district 
to the province, the province to the nation and the nation to the world.”9 In keeping with 
the demands of humility (which, to reiterate, call on us to not presume we are capable of, 
say, saving all the world by ourselves), it seems that the needs of one’s family would 
have to take precedence since one is most capable of having the greatest and most 
positive possible impact on those with whom one is closest (i.e. family). When a person 
serves those in her immediate vicinity, she is not presuming to be able to serve those who 
she may be unable to help or who don’t need her service.  While Gandhi’s advocacy of 
swadeshi specifically concerns service to one’s immediate community (not to oneself) as 
a priority in serving all, we will see in Gandhi’s characterization of the ideal renouncer, 
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that for the Mahatma one must realize self-sufficiency oneself before one can show 
others its way.  Indeed Gandhi’s teaching of freely putting oneself last behind others can 
only be properly followed by one who has realized self-sufficiency through service to 
himself (and thus is not dependent on whether others make concern to him a top priority).  
Thus serving others does not imply lack of service to oneself (or treating oneself 
differently from others).  
 
PROBLEMS WHICH REMAIN EVEN WITH SWADESHI 
  
The doctrine of swadeshi may help in showing how one can plausibly advocate 
the universalization of love in spite of the fact that all acts of love are ultimately 
discriminatory. Thus the doctrine may help Gandhi in overcoming the problem posed by 
the impossibility of universalizing acts of love. Identification requires universal concern 
but acts of love are always exclusionary. After a mother has served her children, she and 
her children are called, by swadeshi, to serve their neighbors who, in turn, are required to 
serve those closest to them.  Thus selfless love directed toward a limited few becomes 
universalized and universal concern can be had in attitude in spite of the fact that all 
particular acts of love are exclusionary. Of course, it may not always be the case that 
those who are served will in turn serve others who are close to them.  Be that as it may, 
given Gandhi’s disavowal of consequences (which will be elaborated on more later in 
this chapter), when an individual has served those closest to her she has, from a Gandhian 
standpoint, fulfilled her role to all regardless of whether her actions prompt others to 
service.   
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Problems remain however even with the doctrine of swadeshi. We have yet to see 
whether Gandhi’s equation of love with selfless action is plausible.  In the last chapter, 
we saw Gandhi imply that selflessness is a sufficient condition for unadulterated love 
which (by its very nature) is compatible with detachment.  The selfless mother who loves 
her children but is unconcerned about her neighbor also manifests action that is selfless in 
the ordinary sense of the term but such action is insufficient for Gandhian love and 
identification.  Thus selflessness (a kind of detachment) must be supplemented by 
universal concern (a kind of attachment) to produce Gandhian love and identification. 
This is the case even with the doctrine of swadeshi. Detachment (at least when it is 
limited to selflessness) is not, by itself, enough for Gandhian love.   
  Furthermore, even when limiting our service to those closest to us, we are 
inevitably harming others close to us (e.g. micro-organisms) and swadeshi, as we’ve 
seen, excludes for Gandhi the exploitation of those who are not the immediate focus of 
one’s concern.  Thus the dictates of swadeshi as well as acts of universal concern may be 
unattainable in practice.  Universal concern may also be incompatible with love since 
love seems to require affirming the other’s uniqueness.  Hence, if love, identification, and 
detachment are all attainable in practice, appealing, and compatible in Gandhian thought, 
that attainability, appeal, and compatibility must be noticeable and instantiated in acts 
that are more than just selfless.  I now discuss other senses in which Gandhian love 
requires forms of detachment other than selflessness.  This discussion will reveal more 




THE RELATION BETWEEN LOVE AND AHIMSA 
 
 That Gandhi identifies ahimsa with the “law of love”10 helps shed further light on 
his conception of the relationship between love and detachment—the clarification of 
which can offer insight on all seven of the questions laid out at the end of the last chapter.  
The Mahatma calls ahimsa “the law of love”.  Thus whatever Gandhi says about ahimsa 
and what he regards to be instances in which ahimsa is manifested may provide insight 
on how he understands love as well as on whether he is right in assuming that love in his 
sense is compatible with identification and detachment.  By exploring Gandhi’s 
understandings of ahimsa, we will specifically get a clearer sense of the different kinds of 
detachment (beyond the selfless and ascetic kinds) that he advocates.  This in turn will 
help in our exploration of the fourth tension outlined in chapter 2 (that detachment 
implies attachment since it entails compassion).  Better understanding the nature of 
Gandhian detachment and how it relates to compassion will also shed light on the kinds 
of desire that Gandhi finds acceptable, how love reveals truth, and what role the 
uniqueness of the other can have in Gandhian love.         
 Ahimsa can be understood to have many connotations in Gandhian thought 
including “non-injury, non-violence, harmlessness; renunciation of the will to kill and the 
intention to hurt; abstention from hostile thought, word, or act; and non-coercion”.11 The 
term’s etymology helps to clarify its meaning.  Throughout Gandhi’s writings, the term 
“himsa” is used to refer to the infliction of injury or violence.12  The prefix “a” expresses 
negation.  While “ahimsa” is therefore literally the absence of himsa, it is clear that 
Gandhi intends for the term to be understood positively.  Ahimsa, in other words, is 
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active behavior and not mere passive avoidance of inflicting harm.13   Hence, Gandhi’s 
statement “In fact ‘non-violence’ is a term I had to coin in order to bring out the root 
meaning of ahimsa.  In spite of the negative particle ‘non’, it is no negative force.”14  
Gandhi sees the attraction which underlies the cohesion, cooperation, and order 
that is necessary for physical being, life, and societies to flourish as indication that 
ahimsa is the underlying law of the universe.  He also sees this in the persistence of life in 
the face of so much (natural and human made) violence.  Gandhi states: 
Scientists tell us that without the presence of the cohesive force amongst 
the atoms that comprise this globe of ours, it would crumble to pieces and we 
cease to exist; and even as there is cohesive force in blind matter, so must there be 
in all things animate, and the name for that cohesive force among animate beings 
is Love.  We notice it between father and son, between brother and sister, friend 
and friend.  But we have to learn to use that force among all that lives, and in the 
use of it consists our knowledge of God.  Where there is love there is life; hatred 
leads to destruction. 
Though there is enough repulsion in Nature she lives by attraction.  
Mutual love enables Nature to persist.  Man does not live by destruction…Nations 
cohere because there is mutual regard among individuals composing them….  15 
  
(To) identify ourselves with every human being without exception…is 
called cohesion or attraction in scientific language.  In the popular language it is 
called love.  It binds us to another and to God.  Ahimsa and love are one and the 
same thing. 16 
I have found that life persists in the midst of destruction and, therefore, 
there must be a higher law than that of destruction.  Only under that law would a 
well-ordered society be intelligible and life worth-living….17 
 
That Gandhi regards the terms “ahimsa” and “love” as interchangeable is shown 
by his above statement that “Ahimsa and love are one and the same thing”.  Thus what 
Gandhi says about ahimsa provides insights on his thoughts on love and the kinds of 
detachment required by ahimsa will help us further see the relation he sees between love 
and detachment. Of course, since ahimsa and love are one and the same thing for Gandhi 
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so are ahimsa and identification to him.  As we will see in greater detail later in this 
chapter, loving others reveals Truth (both to the others and ourselves).  Since the 
realization of Truth is our ultimate need, when we love others we take on the ultimate 
need of all as our own (which is an essential part of identifying with all). 
That identification is produced by ahimsa is indicated by the necessity of non-
violence to identification (see chapter 1).  By practicing ahimsa in greater and greater 
degrees, we can identify more fully with all living beings.  Since, as we will soon see, the 
practice of ahimsa requires a conscious willingness to renounce violence, it seems 
inevitable that a votary of ahimsa would identify with others since she is taking on the 
needs of others (e.g. to be free from harm) as her own and is not assuming the distinction 
between herself and others which is entailed by the infliction of violence.  Thus love 
(ahimsa) entails identification even though the two may not be equivalent (in spite of 
Gandhi’s thinking so) since identification may not entail love.  The latter point is 
underscored by such examples as a self-loathing parent who sees her children as an 
extension of herself and thus identifies with them yet does not love them since she does 
not love herself.  
 
THE RELATION BETWEEN DETACHMENT AND AHIMSA 
 
 Gandhi identifies ahimsa as the only means for realizing truth.  Thus he regards 
ahimsa (love) as compatible with detachment since, as we’ve seen, he also regards 
detachment as essential for the realization of truth.  Given Gandhi’s comment, cited in 
chapter 2, that “The realization of truth can only be attained by the man of pure 
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detachment”, we need both ahimsa and detachment for the realization of truth. Thus 
Gandhi must have seen the two concepts as compatible since he obviously found no 
conflict in upholding both.  Gandhi states:   
It is clear…that without Ahimsa it is not possible to seek and find Truth.  
Ahimsa and Truth are so interwined, that it is practically impossible to 
disentangle and separate them.  They are like the two sides of a coin, or rather of a 
smooth unstamped metallic disc.  Who can say, which is the obverse, and which 
is the reverse?  Nevertheless Ahimsa is the means; Truth is the end. 18  
 
I will now explore the kinds of detachment that, for Gandhi, are not only compatible with 
ahimsa but are required by it.  Since ahimsa is love and requires detachment and since 
compassion is to Gandhi “the concrete expression”19 of ahimsa, we can get a better 
understanding of how and why the Mahatma thinks detachment entails compassion (the 
fourth question laid out in the last chapter). The following sections will also help us 
determine which actions instantiate the right kind of love and detachment on Gandhi’s 
view.  We will get a better understanding of what the acceptable kinds of detachment are 
for the Mahatma and whether they naturally entail genuine Gandhian compassion (the 
concrete expression of love).  We will also get a better sense of whether the Mahatma’s 
treatment of identification and love as equivalent is plausible.    
 
AHIMSA AND DETACHMENT FROM THE BONDAGES OF FLESH 
  
Gandhi’s concession that himsa is an inevitable part of living helps to show the 
relationship between ahimsa and detachment.  Since we cannot live without committing 
violence, we see Gandhi again advocating detachment from the senses in striving for the 
ideal of purity in thought, word, and deed.  Gandhi states: 
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We are helpless mortals caught in the conflagration of himsa.  The saying 
that life lives on life has a deep meaning in it.  Man cannot for a moment live 
without consciously or unconciously committing outward himsa.  The very fact of 
his living—eating, drinking, moving about—necessarily involves some himsa, 
destruction of life, be it ever so minute. 20 
  
All activity, all occupation involves violence in some form or another. 21 
  
Where there is danger from tigers, wolves, and so on, then killing them 
becomes inevitable.  The germs the water contains must also be inevitably 
destroyed. 22 
  
The fullest application of Ahimsa does make life impossible.23  
 
Each of these quotes show Gandhi’s sensitivity for the above problem of universalizing 
acts of love.  Since identification is said to arise from detachment and since we can’t 
identify with those we are violent toward, Gandhi’s acknowledgement of the inevitability 
of himsa may shed light on both the extent to which he thinks we can love universally 
and reach the proper state of detachment and thus compassion.  Ultimately, thinks 
Gandhi, we cannot practice perfect ahimsa, just as we cannot realize Absolute Truth, 
while we have bodily existence.  Perfect ahimsa, like absolute truth, however, is an ideal 
that can guide us and that we can get closer and closer to honoring.  That the full practice 
of ahimsa is unattainable for us while we exist in this life is no reason to abandon striving 
toward that practice.  Gandhi states: 
I learn that the law of the beast is not the law of the Man; that Man has by 
painful striving to surmount and survive the animal in him and from the tragedy 
of the himsa which is being acted around him he has to learn the supreme lesson 
of ahimsa for himself.  Man must, therefore, if he is to realize his dignity and his 
own mission, cease to take part in the destruction and refuse to prey upon his 
weaker fellow creatures.  He can only keep that as an ideal for himself and 
endeavor day after day to reach it.  Complete success is possible only when he has 
reached moksha, a state in which the spirit becomes and remains independent of 




Gandhi, moreover, draws a distinction between violence that is absolutely necessary or 
“done for bare maintenance” and that done deliberately by one who “chooses the 
pathway to perdition” and is enslaved by “bondage” to the flesh.  He characterizes the 
former kind of violence as comparatively innocent and, due to its inevitability, claims 
that it involves “less guilt” which can be absolved by “spiritual means”.25   For Gandhi, 
not even suicide can keep one from engaging in inevitable violence since one who 
commits suicide will simply continue existence in a different body and the maintenance 
of which will require himsa.   
In regards to detachment from violence that is not absolutely necessary, taking 
more resources than one absolutely needs as well as engaging in activities in ways that go 
beyond their intended purposes are unacceptable forms of attachment for the Mahatma.  
Thus when one eats more food than she absolutely needs (an activity that arises from 
seeking sense pleasures) the violence she is engaged in is not conducive to her bare 
maintenance (what she absolutely needs for realizing her True Self).  Therefore, such a 
person is attached to the desires of the empirical self in a way that impedes her discovery 
of Truth since her pursuit of desires are perpetuating the cluster of desires that is the 
empirical self. Also she is departing more than is absolutely necessary from upholding 
complete purity in thought, word, and deed—ahimsa .  Ahimsa produces identification 
and when we depart from ahimsa we are prevented from identifying with others and thus 
from more fully realizing truth.   By detaching herself from desire and thus from 
unnecessary violence she is closer to becoming a more perfect votary of ahimsa.  Thus 
detachment from desire entails purity in deed.  This is one way in which detachment and 




AHIMSA AND DETACHMENT FROM FEAR 
  
Ahimsa, furthermore, requires detachment from fear, given Gandhi’s insistence, 
throughout his writings, that one must be willing to suffer even unto death to uphold the 
law of love.  Gandhi declares: 
So long as one is not prepared to take the risks mentioned and to face the 
consequences, one cannot be free from fear and so long as a man has not shed all 
fear he is…incapable of practicing ahimsa.26  
  
Anyone who refrains from violence because he is afraid, is nevertheless 
guilty of violence. 27 
 
That Gandhi, in his autobiography, regards the behavior of nonviolent South African 
resisters who were ready to die rather than “sell their honor for a little personal ease” to 
be “ahimsa in its active form” underscores his above words.  Since willingness to suffer 
for one’s convictions is essential to genuine love, and such suffering for Gandhi, as we 
saw indicated in chapter 1, has the power of converting even the most hard-hearted, 
Gandhian love is therefore active.  Hence, we can see Gandhi’s basis for insisting that 
true non-violence is not passive.  Such love clearly requires detachment from fear as well 
as from life itself as the love requires letting go of the fear of death.  The latter point is 
indicated by Gandhi’s denial “that it is one’s duty to nurse the longing of life in all 
circumstances”28 when confronted with whether to injure (and therefore precipitate 
lingering pain) and not kill certain animals who were causing harm to ashram crops.  This 
demonstrates that for the Mahatma the preservation of life (both for herself and others) is 
not the supreme good for a votary of ahimsa. The realization and revealing of Truth, is to 
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the Mahatma the ultimate aim of all non-violence.   
 
AHIMSA AND DETACHMENT FROM POWER 
 
Ahimsa and detachment also go together for Gandhi given that practicing the 
former seems to require an ability to inflict, as well as refrain from inflicting, violence on 
another.  The Mahatma declares, “He alone has the power to practice…ahimsa who 
although fully capable of inflicting violence does not inflict it…he…who voluntarily 
refrains from inflicting violence on anyone.” 29 This view is underscored in at least two 
instances from Gandhi’s autobiographical experiences.  Gandhi recollects an incident 
during his teenage years when he confessed to his father that “he had removed a bit of 
gold from his brother’s armlet to clear a small debt of the latter.”  After telling his mother 
of his action, the young Gandhi was advised by her to tell his evidently often short-
tempered father.  In addition to asking for forgiveness, Gandhi gave his bed-ridden father 
a written confession in which he included a request for adequate punishment.  An older 
Mahatma recounts: 
He read it through, and pearl drops trickled down his cheeks, wetting the 
paper.  For a moment he closed his eyes in thought and then tore up the note…I 
also cried.  I could see my father’s agony.  If I were a painter, I could draw a 
picture of the whole scene today…. 
This was, for me an object-lesson in Ahimsa.  Then I could read in it 
nothing more than a father’s love, but today I know that it was pure Ahimsa.  
When such Ahimsa becomes all-embracing, it transforms everything it touches.  
There is no limit to its power.30 
 
Elsewhere in Gandhi’s autobiography, he tells of South African police officers  
who were brought, on evidence he had gathered, to trial on charges of brutalizing Asians.   
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We read, “(Although) there was strong evidence against them, and in spite of the fact that 
the jury had evidence of one of them having absconded, both were declared to be not 
guilty.”31 Later, when his influence put him in a position to thwart the employment 
prospects of the officers, Gandhi was unwilling to get in their way.  Gandhi calls his 
behavior, “an attribute of ahimsa”.  
That Gandhi thinks only one who has the power to inflict violence but refuses to 
do so can uphold ahimsa is further confirmed by his following remarks: 
What am I to advise a man to do who wants to kill but is unable owing to 
his being maimed?  Before I can make him feel the virtue of not killing. I must 
restore to him the arm he has lost…A nation that is unfit to fight cannot from 
experience prove the virtue of not fighting.  I do not infer from this that India 
must fight.  But I do say that India must know how to fight. 32 
 
Hence, according to the Mahatma, detachment from the power to inflict harm is a 
necessary part of upholding ahimsa.  Ultimately, by not using one’s power to engage in 
violence one is voluntarily allowing the law of love to be manifest in his/her actions.  As 
the above quotation indicates it is only when non-violence is pursued voluntarily is such 
pursuit virtuous for Gandhi.  The renunciation of the will to harm is only evident in those 
who willingly forego violence. Only when it is voluntarily expressed, does nonviolence 
reveal Truth and bring about change in the other. 
 
AHIMSA AND DETACHMENT FROM POSSESSIONS 
 
Another way in which ahimsa and detachment are significantly related for Gandhi 
is in regards to the acquiring of possessions.  Gandhi recounts experiences with thieves in 
his ashrams to illustrate his point: 
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Thieves have visited the Ashram from outside, and there have been thieves 
in the Ashram itself.  But we do not believe in inflicting punishment on them.  We 
do not inform the police; we put up with the losses the as best we may…We must 
find and apply methods which would put a stop to thieving altogether…We must 
diminish the number of our ‘possessions’ so as not to tempt others…The Ashram 
ministry should be extended in scope so that the bad as well as the good would 
learn to look upon the settlement as their own.  
We thus find that it is impossible for a man with ‘possessions’ to observe 
ahimsa even in the gross meaning of that term. A man of property must adopt 
measures for its security involving punishment of whoever tries to steal it.  Only 
he can observe ahimsa who holds nothing as his own and works away in a spirit 
of total detachment.33  
 
Elsewhere, Gandhi states:  
 
We punish thieves, because we think they harass us.  They may leave us 
alone; but they will only transfer their attentions to another victim.  This other 
victim however is also a human being, ourselves in a different form, and so we 
are caught in a vicious circle.  The trouble from thieves continues to increase, as 
they think it is their business to steal.  In the end it is better to endure the thieves 
than to punish them.  The forbearance may even bring them to their 
senses…Since we regard the thieves as our kith and kin, they must be made to 
realize the kinship.  And so we must take pains to devise ways and means of 
winning them over.  This is the path of Ahimsa.  It may entail continuous 
suffering and the cultivating of endless patience…. 34 
 
It is when we are attached to the possessions that thieves take from us, that we 
become unwilling to endure them in the way love requires but instead inflict violence 
(punishment).  Thus we are not following the path of ahimsa—the only path capable of 
revealing Truth to the thieves (or bringing them to their senses).  By willingly suffering 
the thieves, we are not only exhibiting love toward them but for Gandhi are doing that 
which can most successfully bring about conversion in them.    
In a more general sense, for Gandhi, excessive possessions can only be 
accumulated and defended by violence35 and the only thing worth striving for (i.e. Truth) 
does not require violence for its defense.  Therefore, detachment from possessions 
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becomes necessary in the pursuit of Truth since that pursuit can only be successful by 
upholding non-violence. 
 
AHIMSA AND DETACHMENT FROM CONSEQUENCES 
 
In the preface to his translation of the Bhagavad-Gita, Gandhi explains how 
detachment from consequences is also essential to the upholding of ahimsa.  We read:  
“When there is no desire for fruit, there is no temptation for untruth or himsa.  Take any 
instance of untruth or violence, and it will be found that at its back was the desire to 
attain the cherished end.”36 Gandhi sees the central teaching of the Gita to be 
renunciation of fruits of action.  “This renunciation is the central sun, round which 
devotion, knowledge and the rest revolve like planets.”37   
The above quotation indicates that violent acts for Gandhi are unacceptable  
because they cannot be committed without a hankering after their fruits (a sense of 
attachment toward their consequences).  One who, for example, acquires excessive 
possessions cannot do so without desiring the sense of security or status which such 
acquiring is seen to bring.   
Furthermore, when our actions don’t bring the results we desire, we become 
willing to engage in violence to secure those results and thus depart from the path of 
Truth.  Therefore, by letting go of the fruits of action, we are not tempted to forgo the 
pure means (non-violence) required for Truth’s realization.  Gandhi states, “The result of 
an action is not within our control.  God alone is the giver of fruit.”38 “He who is ever 
brooding over result often loses nerve in the performance of his duty.  He becomes 
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impatient and then gives vent to anger and begins to do unworthy things….” 39 
Steven A. Smith characterizes this element of Gandhi’s philosophy as “moral 
non-attachment”.40  Smith explains, “Benign forbearance—the willingness to allow 
events to unfold according to their own imperative, in the belief that the process may be 
trusted—may be termed moral non-attachment, to distinguish it from a normative moral 
stance that seeks to force compliance through various sanctions.” To Smith, love is also a 
necessary condition for this kind of detachment since the ability to not interfere in and 
accept the outcomes of the right action requires a love of all and the process by which 
events are governed.  “In its more heightened forms, moral non-attachment merges into a 
loving acceptance of all that exists, the mystic’s blissful embrace with the universe.” This 
understanding of Gandhian detachment has the advantage of helping to explain Gandhi’s 
rejection of coercive sanctions.  The trust (love) required to uphold moral non-attachment 
breeds faith in the ability of Truth to prevail without the aid of violent interference.   
 
PROBLEMS FOR UNDERSTANDING ABOVE KINDS OF DETACHMENT 
ENTAIL COMPASSION 
  
In the foregoing sections, we have seen how Gandhi’s identification of ahimsa 
with love indicates there are many senses in which for the Mahatma love entails 
detachment.  In particular, detachment from the bondages of flesh, fear, power, 
possessions, and consequences have been revealed as necessary conditions for Gandhian 
love.  Thus we can see that love entails detachment for Gandhi.  That is a point that will 




 We still need to show that such detachment in Gandhi’s sense is sufficient for 
such love and thus entails compassion. We saw Gandhi assert, “It is a contradiction in 
terms to describe a man as free from attachment and without compassion.” It still seems, 
on the contrary, that we need attachment to have love.  The preceding discussion on 
ahimsa (love) and detachment has shown that ahimsa entails detachment.  We must now 
address question 4 of Chapter 2 (whether detachment entails compassion). Clearly, 
Gandhi construes love as requiring action, given his emphasis on service.  Gandhi states, 
“I cannot practice ahimsa without practicing the religion of service…”41 It seems 
perfectly consistent, however, to imagine one as free from the bondages of flesh, fear, 
power, possessions, and consequences who is indifferent about the well-being of others.  
We can, in other words, be detached in all of the ways required by ahimsa but still not 
have love in the Gandhian sense. Since that love is entailed by compassion, we still need 
to resolve the tension arising from whether detachment, in Gandhi’s sense, must entail 
some kinds of attachment to entail compassion—the focus of question 4.    
 
RENUNCUATION AND RECLUSION IN GANDHIAN THOUGHT 
  
The tension arising between detachment and compassion is the tension on which 
the above discussion of ahimsa and detachment aimed to shed light—by showing how 
love entails detachment.  We have seen ways in which detachment and ahimsa (love) can 
co-exist in Gandhi’s thought.  There is as much love, Gandhi says, as there is 
compassion—love’s concrete expression.  Thus compassion entails detachment since 
love entails it.  We still need to see how Gandhi’s ideas of detachment entail compassion 
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(as he claims).  Is the Mahatma right in asserting that detachment entails compassion 
when it is perfectly consistent for one to be detached in all of the ways Gandhi advocates 
and be indifferent about the well-being of others?  Love, we saw in chapter 2, is an 
objective concern and entailed by compassion for Gandhi.  Thus if Gandhian detachment 
entails compassion it must entail concern for the other. As we also saw in the last chapter, 
detachment--for Gandhi-- implies some form of concern (like that entailed by and 
underlying active service) as well as compassion.  We saw Gandhi claim that 
“Nonattachment does not include ignorance, cruelty, and indifference.” and “It is a 
contradiction in terms to describe a man as free from attachment and without 
compassion.”  Thus we still need to explore whether detachment in Gandhi’s sense really 
entails all he claims without, at the same time, implying attachment. 
 Action for others implies attachment. Does such action follow from Gandhian 
detachment? The distinction between action, which is an essential aspect of Gandhian 
love, and indifference, which is implied by the everyday usage of the term “detachment”, 
is at the heart of a question posed to Gandhi by a student of his.  Gandhi recounts the 
student’s perplexity in a column entitled “A Correspondent’s Dilemma.”42  “On the one 
hand you place before man the ideal of a Sannyasin (renouncer) which necessarily 
implies the renunciation of worldly things and devotion to God,” the student points out, 
“On the other hand you are striving to win Swaraj (self-rule) for India which is not at all 
necessary for a Sannyasin.”  The student continues: 
I cannot understand how these two ideals are to be reconciled.  Why 
should a Sannyasin care for the political conditions of his country?  On the 
contrary, if he fixes his mind on such a low end, as even Swaraj should be for a 
Sannyasin, he is no true Sannyasin inasmuch as he has lost detachment for 
worldly gains…Even if he were to achieve it for other, even then he errs because 
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their minds are not fully developed.  What is the good of leading people to a false 
goal? 
 
While the questioner’s specific concern is reconciling the life of a renouncer with that of 
a social liberator, we can see that his question is directly applicable to the more general 
issue of reconciling detachment (indifference) with active service (like striving to win 
self-rule for all).   Gandhi responds as follows:  
I do not for one moment grant that a Sannyasin need be a recluse caring 
not for the world.  A Sannyasin is one who cares not for himself but cares all his 
time for others.  He has renounced all selfishness.  But he is full of selfless 
activity even as God is full of sleepless and selfless activity.  A Sannyasin, 
therefore, to be true to his creed of renunciation, must care for Swaraj, not for his 
own sake (he has it), but for the sake of others.  He has no worldly ambition for 
himself.  That does not mean that he may not help others to understand their place 
in the world.  If the Sannyasins of old did not seem to bother their heads about the 
political life of society, it was because society was differently constructed.  But 
politics properly so-called rule every detail of our lives today.  We come in 
touch…with the State, on hundreds of occasions whether we will or no (sic). The 
State affects our moral being.  A Sannyasin, therefore, being well-wisher and 
servant par excellence of society, must concern himself with the relations of the 
people with the State…he must show the way to the people to attain Swaraj. A 
Sannyasin having attained Swaraj in his own person is the fittest to show us the 
way.  A Sannyasin is in the world, but he is not of the world.  In all the most 
important functions of life he does exactly as we the common people do.  Only his 
outlook upon them is different.  He does without attachment the things we do with 
attachment…It is given to every one of us to cultivate detachment…. 
 
The latter parts of the Mahatma’s answer are particularly illuminating.  Political 
involvement is seen as an inevitable necessity given the far-reaching nature of the State in 
all our lives (including the Sannyasin’s).  The State, furthermore, “affects our moral 
being”.  Ultimately, we can’t escape the life of activity (service) given, no matter how we 
live, we can’t escape either contact with the State or the State’s reach in our lives and the 
kind of State we live in plays a role in our spiritual development (moral being).  Activity, 
in other words, is a given since genuine reclusion is impossible.  We are always, then, 
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acting in a way that impacts the moral being of all, since our actions will either promote 
or undermine the State.  Gandhi states, “Every citizen renders himself responsible for 
every act of his government.  And loyalty to a capricious and corrupt state is a sin, 
disloyalty a virtue.”43   
It may be pointed out here that though action is always necessary, active concern 
for others is not.  One can be active and violent (e.g. a terrorist) or active and evasive of 
social responsibilities (e.g. a member of an affluent class who lives hedonistically).   
But for the Mahatma only action (deed) that is pure (ahimsa) advances our pursuit 
of Truth—our ultimate aim. We have no choice about either the question of whether we 
will act or what kind of action will lead to what we are looking for.  Since pure action 
requires detachment and active concern, we should, therefore, act in a way that cultivates 
both kinds of attributes in ourselves and others. The logical relationship of both kinds of 
attributes will soon become clear.  It is only action that cultivates detachment and active 
concern that we arrive at our ultimate aim, Truth.  Given Gandhi’s famous view that co-
operating with an unjust State is, itself, to commit injustice (which goes against ahimsa—
the only means for reaching truth) Gandhi’s advocacy of a life of political activity (active 
concern) may be implied by detachment that is grounded in love (ahimsa).  We must be 
actively concerned about the affairs of our state to ensure that our inevitable actions are 
pure.  We also need to be detached in all of the ways required by ahimsa. Thus we can 
now see another way in which the active concern and purity in thought, word, and deed 
that love entails is related to the detachment which such purity entails in Gandhi’s 
thought.  Purity of action is a necessary condition of love and requires detachment.  
Detachment requires active concern since it is only by such concern that we can ensure 
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that our inevitable actions are pure (and thus genuinely detached). Pure action (ahimsa), 
as we saw, entails detachment.  Without concern for others, one who seeks to uphold 
ahimsa cannot know if his inevitable actions are really detached and thus serving the end 
he seeks (the greater realization of Truth).  
Moreover, the Sannaysin, Gandhi insists, practices Swaraj, not for himself, “but 
for the sake of others.” The well being of others can be seen as affecting the well being of 
all (given Gandhi’s belief in the Ultimate Oneness of everything).  When service is 
performed with the aim of aiding others to become self-reliant (service that the self-
reliant Sannyasin is best suited for performing), it can be done with the detachment 
required for realizing Truth since the service strives to cultivate detachment in all.  So 
proper detachment and service go hand in hand.  Service is entailed by proper detachment 
since the Sannyasin seeks to cultivate detachment in all—which is a kind of service and 
something he must do to ensure his own actions are pure and thus properly detached.  
 
PROBLEM FOR CONSTRUING THE SANNYASI AS THE IDEAL 
EXPEMPLAR OF LOVE 
 
One problem for resolving the tensions between love, identification, and 
detachment in Gandhi’s thought by construing the sannyasi as the ideal exemplar of love, 
is that it conflicts with the intuition that love reaches its heights when it exists between 
equals.  The sannyasi, in serving society, is not an equal to the others. Instead, he is their 
leader whose love for them is exemplified by his attempts to show them the way he has 
found.  This model of love is not very helpful to one who seeks to justify the place of 
love that is directed toward another who has a better grasp of Truth than oneself. 
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Gandhian love, on the sannyasi model, seems to entail an attitude of superiority on the 
part of the one giving the love.  Clearly Gandhi was leery of such feelings of superiority.  
“I have no feeling that from a spiritual standpoint I am necessarily superior to the so-
called savage.  And spiritual superiority is a dangerous thing to feel.”44 Also Gandhi, as 
he so famously revealed in autobiography, found his relationship with his wife, Kasturba, 
to be at its best when he let go of trying to be her teacher: 
I am no longer a blind, infatuated husband.  I am no more my wife’s 
teacher.  Kasturba can, if she will, be as unpleasant to me today as I used to be to 
her before.  We are tried friends, the one no longer regarding the other as the 
object of lust….I thought the wife was the object of her husband’s lust, born to do 
her husband’s behest, rather than a helpmate, a comrade and a partner in the 
husband’s joys and sorrows. 45 
  
To consider this problem from a different vantage point, it is not clear under the 
sannyasi model what the place of love should be among the members of a society who 
have already reached a high state of detachment.  We have seen that detachment must 
include, in addition to selflessness, another significant element of love (active concern) 
and thus rules out indifference.  Active concern is necessary for ensuring that one’s 
inevitable actions are pure and thus properly detached.  Now we will explore other ways 
in which detachment includes elements entailed by compassion in the attempt to get a 








DETACHMENT, SELF-RELIANCE, AND SELF-CONTROL.   
  
We will now consider three additional elements of ascetic detachment (beyond 
active concern) that are entailed by compassion for the Mahatma: energy for service, 
purity of thought, word, and deed and identification.  For Gandhi, proper detachment and 
service go hand in hand for the additional reason that attachment to sense pleasures takes 
energy away from what is needed, and best used, for service.  Service is selfless action 
that is consistent with the types of detachment ahimsa requires and thus incorporates 
essential element of love. The relationship between detachment and service is indicated 
by Gandhi’s reverence for the brahmacharya vow.   Upholding this vow, which entails 
voluntary celibacy, exemplifies self-restraint for Gandhi.  Self-restraint is also an 
important type of detachment for Gandhi. Such restraint enables one to engage in greater 
levels of service by leaving him with greater energy for that purpose.  Proper service (a 
kind of active concern) for Gandhi requires, we’ve seen, selflessness and the kinds of 
detachment entailed by ahimsa (e.g. detachment from self-indulgence).   Self-restraint 
enables greater degrees of selflessness since it does away with the self-indulgence that 
perpetuates the empirical self.  Self-restraint also enables more energy for service since it 
prevents that energy from being used up by self-indulgent behavior.  Thus we can see 
another relation between detachment (e.g. self-restraint) and elements of Gandhian love 
(particularly service; a kind of active concern)—in particular that detachment helps 
facilitate compassion.  We read:  
All the strength of body and mind that has taken long to acquire is lost all 




The earnest man who... begins to live a life of purity, will be able to reap 
the fruit of it straightway.Those who practice true Brahmacharya even for a short 
period will see how their body and mind improve steadily in strength and power, 
and they will not at any cost be willing to part with this treasure...  I have now 
learnt to preserve this treasure intact...for I have...experienced the inestimable 
benefits of Brahmacharya...Many people have told me...that I am full of energy 
and enthusiasm , and that I am by no means weak in mind...If even after twenty 
years of sensual enjoyment, I have been able to reach this state, how much better 
off should I have been if I had kept myself pure during those twenty years as 
well?  It is my full conviction, that if only I had lived a life of unbroken 
Brahmacharya all through, my energy and enthusiasm would have been a 
thousandfold greater and I should have been able to devote them all to the 
furtherance of my country's cause as my own. 46 
 
Our everyday experiences seem to make Gandhi’s claims dubious here.  It is not 
commonly observed that celibate priests and nuns have greater than normal energy.   
Also there are many examples of very energetic people who are sexually active.  Thus 
Gandhi’s above words, while useful in showing a relation that he saw between love and 
detachment, are not helpful for viably resolving the tensions between those concepts in 
his thought.  The relation of bramacharya and energy for service is questionable (and thus 
is not very helpful in showing that detachment implies compassion).  Indeed even if the 
brahmacharya vow made one more energetic that would not, by itself, imply that 
detachment implies compassion since the higher energy level of the voluntarily self-
restrained would not have to be used for service (however free a brahmachari’s attention 
and time is of self-indulgence). However, the relation between voluntary self-restraint 
and love in Gandhi’s thought has additional dimensions which are worth exploring in our 
attempt to determine whether the Mahatma’s insistence that detachment implies 





BRAHMACHARYA, SELF-MORTIFICATION, AND PURITY OF THOUGHT   
  
The matter of whether detachment entails compassion in Gandhi’s thought is also 
illuminated by the purity in thought which he sees to arise by genuine pursuit of 
bramacharya.  For Gandhi, ascetic detachment does not entail self-mortification.  We 
read: 
I saw that brahmacharya, which is so full of wonderful potency, is by no 
means an easy affair, and certainly not a mere matter of the body.  It begins with 
bodily restraint, but does not end there.  The perfection of it precludes even an 
impure thought.  A true brahmachari will not even dream of satisfying the fleshy 
appetite, and until he is in that condition, he has a great deal of ground to cover. 47  
Fasting can help curb animal passion, only if its undertaken with a view to 
self-restraint.  Some of my friends have actually found their animal passion and 
palate stimulated as an after-effect of fasts.  That is to say, fasting is futile unless 
it is accompanied by an incessant longing for self-restraint.  The famous verse 
from the second chapter of the Bhagavad-Gita is worth noting in this connection:  
  For a man who is fasting his senses 
  Outwardly, the sense-objects disappear, 
  Leaving the yearning behind; but when 
  He has seen the Highest, 
  Even the yearning disappears 
Fasting and similar discipline is, therefore, one of the means to the end of 
self-restraint, but it is not all, and if physical fasting is not accompanied by mental 
fasting, it is bound to end in hypocrisy and disaster. 48 
 
Here we can see that detachment for Gandhi implies purity of thought and the 
relinquishment of desire for that from which the brahmacharyi has detached himself. 
We will soon see how these implications of detachment may imply other elements 












Detachment may also entail elements of compassion in Gandhi’s thought since a 
conscious willingness to be nonviolent stems from a purity of thought (thought that is 
without self-indulgence) that is more significant than outward, restrained behavior for 
conquering the self:  
It should be remembered too that mere (kindness to animals) does not 
enable us to overcome the ‘six deadly enemies’ within us, namely lust, anger, 
greed, infatuation, pride, and falsehood.  Give me the man who has completely 
conquered self and is full of goodwill and love towards all, and is ruled by the law 
of love in all his actions, and I for one will offer him my respectful homage even 
though he be a meat-eater.  On the other the (kindness to animals) of a person 
who is steeped in anger and lust but daily feeds the ants and insects and refrains 
from killing has hardly anything in it to recommend itself.  It is a mechanical 
performance without any spiritual value.  It may be worse—a hypocritical screen 
for hiding the corruption within. 49 
 
Only one who has found a harmony between his inner state and his non-violent actions 
can be a genuine exemplar of the law of love.  Such harmony can only come from the 
purity of thought that results from genuine self-restraint.  Self-restraint is a kind of 
detachment which entails the eradication of inner desires for self-indulgence.  Purity of 
thought not only then stems from a kind of detachment but also is a necessary condition 
of love (ahimsa) and implies other essential elements of it (e.g. purity in word and deed).  
Hence, we can see another possible necessary connection between detachment and love 
in Gandhi’s thought.  Non-violence (upholding the law of love) rules out any conflict 
between one’s will and actions.  This is a harmony that arises from detachment.  Non-
violence requires purity of thought, word, and deed (a necessary condition of Gandhian 
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love) and such purity precludes any conflict between one’s will and actions.  Thus non-
violence cannot include outward, restrained behavior from one whose internal state 
relishes violence (i.e. the impure in thought).  Detachment from the self-indulgent desires 
for violence underlies genuinely non-violent (loving) actions.  Thus detachment entails 
another necessary element of compassion—purity of thought, which, in turn, implies 
purity in word and deed. 
 
DETACHMENT ENTAILS IDENTIFICATION 
 
We will now see that detachment in Gandhi’s sense also entails identification. 
Since Gandhi thinks identification is equivalent to love, this discussion will also help 
further show how for the Mahatma detachment entails love.  As discussed in chapter 1, 
Gandhi holds that acting on the basis of the desires which constitute the empirical self 
(which is, itself, on the conventional Hindu view a cluster of desires) separates one from 
his True Self.  Thus, the idea of oneself as a distinct (desire driven) entity disappears as 
mental and physical attachments are relinquished.   What's more is that since the yearning 
for sense objects has been extinguished in the ideally detached Gandhian person, he is no 
longer tempted by that which is perceived as external to him and thus does not have to 
avoid contact with, say, women on the grounds that such contact would re-waken his 
sexual cravings. This kind of avoidance perpetuates distinctions between himself and 
others.  Perceived distinctions between himself and others therefore disappear since he 
regards everything as a part of himself.  He has reached, in Pyarelal's words, “complete 
sexlessness.” 50  As Gandhi, himself, puts it:  
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  It never occurs to (the brahmacharis) that every contact with(women) is 
 sinful or that it is fraught with danger.  They see in all women the same God they 
 see in themselves....  
He who has killed the sexual urge in him will never be guilty of it in any 
shape or form.  However attractive a woman may be, her attraction will produce 
no effect on the  man without the urge. 51 
 
We have now seen three ways in which voluntary self-control (a type of detachment) and 
elements of love (selfless, detached service; purity in thought, word, and deed; and 
identification) are related for Gandhi.  Bramacharya enables selflessness (by eradicating 
desires), greater energy for service, and requires purity in thought which leads to purity in 
word and deed—elements of love that are entailed by detachment. Such ascetic 
detachment, unlike the detachment of selflessness, also entails identification with all.  
This follows since ascetic detachment requires purity of thought (an essential element of 
ahimsa--love) and such purity entails the eradication of desires that stem from being 
affected by that which is perceived as external to oneself (what one thinks he doesn’t 
have) and which separates one from the True Self.  Indeed, in the dominant Hindu 
traditions, the everyday self is separate from others only in so far as it is desirous.  This is 
the case however possible it may be to imagine a voluntary self-restrained, desireless 
individual who, lacking benevolence, still feels separation from others.  When the desires 
disappear (from detachment) so, according to Hinduism, do the perceived distinctions 
between self and other.  One now feels a sameness with all that comes from not seeing 
others (people and things) as having what he’s lacking (being affected by them).  Such a 
detached individual has let go of the desires within that separate him from ultimate 
oneness.  Bramacharya removes distinctions between oneself and others and thus enables 
identification—seeing in all “the same God they see in themselves”.  Hence, we can see 
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the sense in which detachment (self-restraint) underlies (and not just entail elements of) 
identification.  
 To reiterate, identification follows from self-restraint (an important kind of 
detachment) in Gandhi’s sense since the properly self-restrained individual (one who is 
even free of self-indulgent thoughts) will not have passions that are aroused by contact 
with perceived others.  He will neither avoid or be affected by them.  He will regard all 
others as part of the same whole that includes him since he will be restrained (unaffected) 
and not seek the avoidance of others that perpetuates separations between himself and 
everything else. Thus detachment (self-restraint) entails identification.  
 
PROBLEMS FOR THESE RESOLUTIONS 
 
To summarize, we saw that voluntary self-control (bramacharya) is related to 
compassion (thus love) for the Mahatma since he thinks it enables greater energy for 
service, purity in thought, word, and deed, and the eradication of self/other distinctions 
(identification).  There is however, as we saw, a seeming lack of empirical evidence that 
those with extraordinary levels of self-control have more energy than others.  Also, even 
if self-restraint left one with more energy it is not clear why he should use that energy for 
service.   
 We have seen that the disappearance of perceived distinctions between oneself 
and others (identification), results according to dominant Hindu thought from the 
extinguishing of desires (detachment), but such identification need not lead one to an 
attitude of love (at least not in the everyday, non-Gandhian sense).  A self-loathing 
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individual can identify with others; yet because of his lack of love for himself, he does 
not love others when he identifies with them.  We must first establish a basis for self-love 
before we can presume that the eradication of self/other boundaries is, in any real sense, 
equivalent with love.  Ascetic detachment, by itself, does not completely entail love (but 
only essential elements of it) and thus it may not entail compassion (the focus of question 
four).  Again, we also have yet to see that identification is completely the same as love 
(the focus of question three) in the Gandhian senses of the terms and is not just entailed 
by it. 
 
LOVE AS A GOOD ONLY IN THE RIGHT KIND 
 
  
Having discussed insights pertinent to the first four questions laid out at the end of 
the last chapter, and determining that the given insights do not settle the matters they are 
relevant to, I now explore the fifth question laid out at the end of chapter 2 (whether 
detachment is acceptable even though it brings enjoyment—one of the things we should 
be detached from):  We will see that this question sheds further light on the relationship 
between love and detachment in Gandhi’s thought since love tends to include enjoyment.   
The bramacharyi does not give up potentially pleasurable activities altogether 
(e.g. eating that is absolutely necessary). The detachment he exemplifies can be seen to 
involve detachment from excessiveness.  “The consumption of vegetables involves himsa 
but I find that I cannot give them up.”52 We saw, in chapter 1, Gandhi illustrate the 
necessity of experience for proper understanding by reference to the enjoyment (as 
opposed to mere experience) of the benefits of eating (which cannot be had by mere 
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intellectual knowledge of such benefits).   That illustration shows, in regard to the fifth 
tension outlined at the end of chapter 2 (that renunciation brings enjoyment—something 
we supposedly should be detached from) that for Gandhi genuine detachment does not 
rule out all enjoyment or desire.  Enjoyment and desire are both entailed by the 
consumption of vegetables and the attitude of love.  Specifically, when we are enjoying 
that which we have a need for in a way that does not impede our discovery of Truth (e.g. 
food in the proper amount) we have found a proper balance between renunciation and 
enjoyment.  When enjoyment is the byproduct, not aim, of our activity it does not impede 
our discovery of Truth.  When we eat with relish (thus making enjoyment our aim), we 
desire food in a greater than proper amount.  Gandhi advocates “abstinence from feasts or 
dinners which have pleasure as their object” but not the pleasure (enjoyment) that is a 
natural by-product of necessary eating.53 
A parallel can be drawn between Gandhi’s attitudes about the pleasure of eating 
and his attitudes about love.  Love entails enjoyment.  Our everyday selves would not be 
attracted to love were it not, in a very real sense, enjoyable. As we saw earlier, love also 
entails desire (for at least the well being of the other).   If Gandhi sees love, like eating, as 
a necessity which entails some enjoyment and desire as by-products, perhaps it is simply 
a detachment from love that seeks pleasure as an end in and of itself (love that is 
immoderate; which goes beyond what is absolutely necessary for realizing Truth—such 
as say, infatuation) not renunciation of love itself that’s ideal to him.  As Ian Harris puts 
it: 
(Gandhi's) love of love was conditional.  In this way love for Gandhi was 
like rain from the heavens.  Like love, rain is a uniform gift, available to the 
untouchables as well as the Brahmins.  All forms of life need rain in order to 
 
 80 
survive.  And like rain, love helps sustain life.  Most rains are nourishing.  
However, some rains are destructive.  They come as hurricanes or typhoons and 
cause floods.  The strong winds accompanying the rains are destructive.  
Likewise, love can contain powerful passions.  Passionate lovers experience 
torments, cares, jealousies, suspicions, fears, grief, and anxieties. 54  
 
We can understand (at least the giving of) love as a human need for Gandhi given his 
conception of the person as a “social being” 55 (for whom engaging in service is part of 
an actualizing process).  What’s more is that since the realization of Truth is a universal 
need, and since ahimsa (love) is the only means for realizing Truth, the giving of love is 
too a universal need.  Since love is a need, we should not aim to renounce it’s pleasures 
altogether, but seek it only as a means to the realization of Truth (a realization that is 
impeded by jealousies, excessive passions, infatuation; or love, in other words, that is 
self-indulgent or has pleasure and desire as its aim.)  Just as, for Gandhi, sexual activity 
absent of the intent of producing offspring is a form of self-indulgence and therefore 
immoral, so too, on this view, is engaging in love that is divorced from the pursuit of 
Truth.  This engagement is characterized by jealousies, passions, and infatuations that 
result from the self-indulgent and improper pursuit of love. Detachment, by contrast, 
brings acceptable enjoyment since what’s enjoyed by the renouncer does not impede our 
realization of Truth. Thus detachment is compatible with love even though love is often 
enjoyable.  The answer to the fifth question is now clear:  there is no inconsistency in 
Gandhi’s holding that detachment can bring enjoyment, even though enjoyment is one of 
the things to be renounced.  Thus we can see that the fact that love is pleasurable does not 





PROBLEM FOR CONCEIVING GENUINE LOVE AS MODERATE 
 
We have seen that for Gandhi detachment does not rule out enjoyment of that, 
like eating and giving love, which we have a need for. However, to view love as a need 
that one should only desire the limited, necessary amount of seems to go against 
Gandhi’s own words.  He sets no limits on the practice of ahimsa (love) and thus seems 
to acknowledge no limit to the amount of it necessary for realizing Truth.  “Ahimsa truly 
understood, is in my humble opinion a panacea for all evils, mundane and extra mundane.  
We can never over-do it.”56  Indeed, as long as we have not fully realized Truth (and 
Gandhi says we can’t in this life), we will always need more love.  Thus, unlike the 
activity of eating, there are no limits, in this life, to the giving of love.  Since there are no 
limits to the giving of love, the enjoyment and desire that are natural by-products of love 
must also be unlimited (experiencing these by-products, in other words, can never be 
over done).  In keeping with the spirit of Gandhi’s words, common sense tells us that the 
maximization of love is never a bad thing and that “love” that is characterized by 
jealously, infatuation, and unhealthy passions is not really an agape kind of love at all 
(not that it is such love in excess that results from the pursuit of pleasure).  Furthermore, 
even when love only seeks Truth it still entails attachment (e.g. towards the well-being of 
others) and thus seemingly cannot be realized solely through the state of pure detachment 
(which Gandhi says one must reach to realize Truth). 
We have seen that love can entail enjoyment and yet not merit renunciation in 
Gandhi’s thought.  We have also seen that for Gandhi there is no limit to the practice of 
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love and thus detachment, in regard to love, cannot mean detachment from excessiveness 
(even though it clearly means detachment from love that does not have Truth as its goal).  
Furthermore, all love seems to entail attachment.  Soon, I will discuss all of the senses in 
which love is implied by detachment to the Mahatma.     
 
ASSESMENT OF THE RESOLUTIONS DISCUSSED SO FAR 
 
In spite of the problems for all of the resolutions of the tensions discussed so far 
in this chapter they do ultimately help clarify Gandhi’s overall philosophy.  These 
resolutions are that: (1) The doctrine of swadeshi provides a way to universalize love 
(given that acts of love are always discriminatory).   (2) Love entails the detachments 
ahimsa requires (and thus love and detachment can co-exist). (3) Active concern is 
necessary for ensuring one’s actions are pure and thus properly detached (and detachment 
therefore entails some aspect of love). (4) Purity of thought (another aspect of love) arises 
from detachment (5) Greater energy for service (yet another aspect of love) supposedly 
arises from self-restraint. (6) Identification (which for Gandhi is equivalent to love) arises 
from self-restraint.  (7) Love permits enjoyment (even though enjoyment is one of the 
things we should be detached) if that enjoyment is a by-product (not aim) of love.   
The first resolution helps settle the question of whether universal concern is 
attainable in practice (question eight).   By focusing on those closest, a Gandhian is able 
to universalize love. The third resolution explores the attitudes of the ideal Gandhian 
renouncer and settles the question of whether selflessness perpetuates self/other 
distinctions (question 7).  Self-sufficiency must first be reached in one’s own person 
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before one can lead others to it.  Thus the act of cultivating self-sufficiency in others does 
not entail treating oneself differently from others. The last resolution settles whether 
detachment and love should be renounced because they bring enjoyment (question 5).  
Also, in the discussion of ahimsa and detachment we saw (in regard to question eight) 
that though complete non-violence is unattainable in practice (a problem that makes it 
difficult to identify with all), such practice can guide us as an ideal that we can get closer 
to honoring.  Thus we can continually strive for greater realizations of Truth all the while 
knowing that complete realization is impossible in this life.   
We must, however, look somewhere other than to the resolutions discussed thus 
far to determine how detachment fully entails compassion (and not just essential elements 
of it) in Gandhi’s thought, whether Gandhi is consistent in holding detachment as an ideal 
while claiming that he cannot detach himself from the wickedest soul, and whether 
Gandhian identification is in reality the same as love (as Gandhi claims) in both the 
Gandhian and everyday senses.  I now proceed to the final resolution which this chapter 
considers. 
 
LOVING TRUTH--THE AIM OF DETACHMENT 
 
The above considerations of resolutions to the general tension among love, 
identification, and detachment in Gandhi’s thought provide insight on what a successful 
resolution to that tension would look like.  In particular, we have seen that there is a basis 
to regard love as a human need and that the pursuit of that need is legitimate since such 
pursuit enables realization of Truth.  We should only detach ourselves from that which 
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impedes our discovery of Truth, and love (in the proper sense) has not been shown to 
impede such discovery. 
I turn now to the sixth question that was laid out in the last chapter (whether 
Gandhi can consistently advocate detachment while claiming he cannot detach himself 
from the wickedest soul).  We will see that the resolution of that tension (which is put 
forth in this section) gives us a way to understand the overall consistency of love, 
identification, and detachment in Gandhi’s thought.  Specifically, love can entail desire, 
enjoyment, and proactive concern as well as be consistent with and entail all the forms of 
detachment that Gandhi advocates and be significantly implied by each of those forms 
when love is not only selfless, detached in accordance with ahimsa, universal, and 
objective but unconditional (not based on how pleasing the actions—or any external 
qualities—of others are) and the Universal Self (Truth) is construed as its proper object 
and aim (what the love is seeking to reveal).    
Selfless service is a significant element of Gandhian love. Gandhi identifies such 
service with worship of the Ultimate, “(As) a general principle…selfless service itself is 
worship and those who engage in it do not need any other kind of worship.”57 Since 
atman and Truth are equivalent concepts for the Mahatma and since Truth abides in all 
fully, when we make our True Self the object of our love (or worship; which is itself 
service—a crucial element of love) we are on our way to seeing the fullness of Truth as it 
pervades all things and to actualizing (making evident) that Truth in us.  Joseph Francis 
Backianadan writes: 
(Gandhi’s love of God) manifested itself as a firm attachment to Truth.  
For him…Truth was supreme.  His seeking was for Truth…. 
At the same time, his love for fellowmen was also rooted in the same 
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search for Truth.  After all, atman he had, he felt was the same atman that other 
individuals around him had.  They were all parts of the Supreme Atman.  The 
bodies are various temporary abodes of the atman which alone is true.  However, 
situations of injustice existed in the world.  These injustices are untruths, they are 
degrading human beings.  His attachment to Truth cannot tolerate this untruth.  
Nor can he keep quiet about them.  If he loved Truth, he has to help in the process 
of moving from untruth to Truth. 58  
  
Gandhi seems to see love in this way (as service which is a means to realizing the True 
Self in all) given his remarks, “I claim to know my millions.  All the 24 hours of the day I 
am with them.  They are my first care and last because I recognize no God except the 
God that is to be found in the hearts of the millions.”59  Elsewhere, Gandhi states, 
“Religion is the service of the helpless.  God manifests Himself to us in the form of the 
helpless and stricken.”60 “I am endeavoring to see God through service of humanity, for I 
know that God is neither in heaven, nor down below, but in every one.”61  
More explicitly, Gandhi states: 
Love for God is not to be distinct from love for man.  But if there was a 
conflict between the two loves, I would know there was a conflict in the 
man himself.  I should therefore invite him to carry on the search within 
himself.  But when you find love for man divorced from love for God, you 
will find at basis a base motive.  Real love for man I regard to be utterly 
impossible without love for God.62 
 
Elsewhere Gandhi disavows the need for literal retirement (reclusion) in a cave to find 
God since every person carries a metaphorical cave about himself in his heart.63  Gandhi 
states, “a person who has his eyes always fixed on the sky of his heart dwells in God 
every moment, whether walking or eating or drinking or in any condition whatever.”64 
Thus it is not through seclusion but through focusing on the True Self in all (which 
becomes realized by service—an essential element of love) that Truth is realized. The 
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Mahatma is emphatic that one who has God in his heart inevitably expresses it in action.  
“What is in one’s heart is certain to be expressed in one’s actions.” 65 If we have found 
God in our heart (which the recluse seeks to do by retiring in a cave), the love that God 
expresses will inevitably be expressed in our actions toward others.  Thus we become 
God like (or more fully reveal the True Self) when we love others (not when we isolate).   
Since the purpose of detachment is fulfilled, not by complete reclusion, but by the 
letting go of that which hampers our realization of Truth (the ultimate aim), and since 
genuine love (which is largely exemplified by service to all) leads us to that realization, 
we see another way in which love and detachment can share a common purpose in the 
same Gandhian actions.  When atman is its object, Gandhian love, like Gandhian 
detachment, leads to the realization of Truth. Furthermore, (as I will explain more fully 
later in this chapter and again in chapter 5) when love is unconditional it is free of 
attachments (e.g. pride, hurt feelings, anger) that hamper the realization of Truth and 
entails taking on the needs of others (e.g. their need to see Truth) as one’s own.  Thus, as 
we will see in greater detail in this chapter and the next, love that is based on atman and 
is unconditional necessitates (and is not just compatible with) Gandhian detachment and 
identification.  
 Genuine love implies identification, does not hamper our realization of Truth and 
is consistent with, has aspects that are entailed by, and rightly co-exists with detachment 
that seeks Truth as its end (pure detachment).  Genuine love is needed for the realization 
of Truth (which is also the aim of detachment), and when we are detached in the 
Gandhian sense selflessness, identification, and purity in thought, word, and deed 
(aspects of genuine love) follow.  The detached individual must also be loving to realize 
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his ultimate aim (Truth).  The latter point follows since one who has detached himself 
from concern for others (is indifferent) has cut himself off from realizing and revealing 
the Truth that abides fully in all and can only be realized and revealed by a life of service.  
As we saw in chapter 2, for Gandhi “the immediate service of all human beings (is) a 
necessary part of the endeavor (of realizing God).”  Thus a mere denial of things is not 
sufficient for more fully realizing Truth. Concern for others furthermore is an essential 
component of Gandhian love and when such concern is present (and it must be to ensure 
that we are properly detached) so is (to a large extent) such love.  Thus genuine love 
should not be renounced.   
 
AN UNDERSTANDING OF LOVE IN KEEPING WITH GANDHI’S PRACTICE 
OF LOVE 
  
We have considered the eighth resolution of this chapter—that love and 
detachment are consistent with each other when atman is the proper object of love.  
Resolving the tension between love, identification, and detachment in Gandhi’s thought 
by construing atman as the proper object of both love and detachment has the advantage 
of being in keeping with the extraordinary spirit with which Gandhi displayed love.  
Gandhi not only admonished us to “Love the meanest of creation as oneself” and 
emphatically asserted that he cannot detach himself from the wickedest soul but actually 
practiced loving the meanest in that way—a fact largely responsible for the Mahatma’s 
continued world-wide adulation.  By focusing on the Ultimate Truth within all (and not 
being affected by their external features), Gandhi was able to overlook their moral and 
personal defects, see what they were capable of becoming as well as able to merge 
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himself with all.  Meanness and imperfections in the other did not hamper the Mahatma’s 
pursuit of Truth since love enabled him to more fully realize that Truth as it abides in all. 
Thus Gandhi was an exemplar of detachment since he was unaffected by that which 
would keep him from seeing the Truth (like the feelings of resentment and disgust the 
mean acts of others evoke and the external features of others that hide Truth).  Gandhi 
was also an exemplar of identification and love since he saw in all the same True Self. 
This Self is Truth in all its fullness, which all have a need to realize, and which all 
genuine love aims to realize.  Indeed it is only when love is unconditional that it is most 
conducive to fully realizing the Truth which abides in all (our ultimate aim).  The 
compatibility of love and detachment is underscored by Gandhi’s remark, “I hold that 
believers who have to see the same God in others that they see in themselves, must be 
able to live amongst all with sufficient detachment.”66 These words show that for Gandhi 
loving that which is the aim of detachment (Truth) is an act that consistently unites both 
love and detachment.    
 
UNDERSTANDING ATMAN AS AN OBJECT OF LOVE 
  
Since atman is said to have all the properties of Ultimate Reality (see chapter 1), it 
may seem odd to construe it as an object of love (concern).   Only that which can be 
benefited and harmed (and thus experience change), it seems, can legitimately evoke 
concern in us.  Gandhi addresses this issue during the following exchange with a student: 
If (atman) is a particle [of God] it ought to be all-knowing, quite free from 
all evils and should possess all the qualities of God, as a particle of fire, water or 
gold possesses all the talents of the whole from which it is separated. 
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(Gandhi responds) In its essence the soul is free from all evil, but torn 
from its source it partakes of evil and all other limitations even as a drop of water 
torn from its source and found as part of a dirty pool seems for the time being to 
partake of the pool’s dirt. 67 
 
Given Gandhi’s analogy here, we can construe atman as an object of love in the sense 
that the atman—as it is manifested in all—can be purified in greater or lesser degrees.  
By working toward the purification of atman (actively removing the untruth which veils 
the Universal Self of all) we are doing what we can for it to shine clearly.  As we saw in 
chapter 2, for Gandhi once we purify ourselves to more clearly show the atman (Truth) 
within, purification of those around us comes naturally.  This revealing of Truth is, to 
reiterate, the aim of both love and detachment to the Mahatma.  Thus construing atman as 
an object of love means cleansing it—via detachment—of the untruth (e.g. the desires, 
fears, passions, of the everyday self) that veils it.    
 
GANDHIAN ACTS THAT EXEMPLIFY LOVE, IDENTIFICATION, AND 
DETACHMENT 
  
To establish the consistency of concepts, it suffices to show that they can all be 
simultaneously exemplified.  Thus it is important here to consider some class of actions, 
advocated by Gandhi, in which the concepts of love, identification, and detachment are 
all manifested. 
 It is when we serve those who have wronged us that we most clearly exemplify 
those concepts in the way called for by Gandhi. Gandhi exemplified these concepts 
consistently in spearheading nonviolence as a political and social movement:  
My non-cooperation has its root not in hatred, but in love.  My personal 
religion peremptorily forbids me from hating anyone…I beg, therefore, to assure 
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every Englishman…that I shall never be guilty of hating Englishmen even though 
I might have to fight them fiercely…It will be a nonviolent fight…. 
Mine is not an exclusive love.  I cannot love Musalmans or Hindus and 
hate Englishmen.  For if I love merely Hindus and Musalmans because their ways 
are on the whole pleasing to me, I shall soon begin to hate them when their ways 
displease me as they may well do any moment.  A love that is based on the 
goodness of those whom you love is a mercenary affair, whereas true love is self-
effacing and demands no consideration. 68  
 
When a person claims to be nonviolent, he is expected not to be angry 
with one who has injured him.  He will not wish him harm; he will wish him well; 
he will not swear at him; he will not cause him any physical hurt.  He will put up 
with all injury to which he is subjected by the wrongdoer.  Thus non-violence is 
complete innocence. 69 
 
It is by responding with love (non-violence) to acts that provoke resentment, 
disgust, and other passions that we can reveal and realize Truth—which to Gandhi is, of 
course, the ultimate aim of all our actions.  Gandhi states: “Mankind has to get out of 
violence only through non-violence.  Hatred can be overcome only by love.  Counter-
hatred only increases the surface as well as the depth of hatred.”70  
When not only the components of selflessness, but also universality (in attitude 
not action), active concern, detachment in accordance with ahimsa and self-restraint, the 
pursuit of Truth, and unconditional distribution are present, Gandhian love is 
exemplified.  We have seen in this chapter and the last one that all of those components 
are necessary (but none by itself is sufficient) for Gandhian love. Such love entails 
detachment from the passions and feelings of hurt pride (aspects of the everyday self) that 
the imperfections of others evoke in us.  Thus when we keep all the components of 
Gandhian love in place we are exemplifying detachment from that which impedes the 
discovery of Truth.  We are also now exemplifying identification since loving others 
(especially when they harm us) reveals Truth (aspects of ultimate reality that are greater 
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than our empirical, desire driven selves) to all. Thus we are taking on the ultimate need 
all have of seeing Truth as our own need when we love unconditionally.  We are treating 
the concepts of love, identification, and detachment as proper means to revealing and 
realizing Truth.  Since all seek and need Truth, the giving of love now meets an objective 
concern—revealing Truth. It is not only in letting go of the everyday self, being detached 
in the ways ahimsa and voluntary self-restraint require, but in loving all as a means to 
Truth (the True Self) and in spite of their imperfections that we exemplify love, 
identification, and detachment in our actions in the Gandhian sense.   
 
LOGICAL RELATIONS AMONG KEY CONCEPTS 
  
Having explicated the nature of Gandhian love, identification, and detachment in 
a way that reveals consistency among those concepts, it is now worth showing the other 
relations they have with one another.  We have seen that love for Gandhi entails 
identification and detachment and that for the Mahatma detachment (when it seeks Truth) 
includes active concern (an essential component of Gandhian love).  When the essential 
elements that comprise Gandhian love (selfless service, active, universal, and objective 
concern, purity in thought, speech, and action, the pursuit of Truth, and unconditional 
giving) are present, Gandhian detachment (from things which impede the discovery of 
Truth) follows.  Likewise, when we are detached from that which impedes the discovery 
of Truth (resentments, anger, and other aspects of the everyday self, sense pleasures, 
attachments that conflict with upholding ahimsa) we exemplify essential elements 
(selflessness, purity in thought, word, and action, and aspects of identification) of 
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Gandhian love.  Love entails detachment and detachment entails essential components of 
love.  Since detachment does not, by itself, entail concern, detachment does not, however, 
fully entail love.   
Since the essential elements of Gandhian love include seeing the same atman in 
others that one affirms in himself and revealing atman (Truth) in oneself which all have a 
need to see, Gandhian love also entails identification.  Such love includes seeing the same 
God in all and taking on the ultimate objective need all have of seeing Truth as one’s own 
need.  Identification, like detachment, entails essential aspects of Gandhian love (e.g. 
affirming the True Self, universal concern) and is also entailed by that love.   Love 
includes identification but identification entails only certain aspects (e.g. seeing the True 
Self in the other, universal concern) of love.  Identification, though, does not entail active 
service, self-love or purity in thought, word, and deed or necessarily underlie morality.  
One can take on the needs of others as one’s own and see (without realizing) the True 
Self in all yet not feel moved to service, love, or purity. Thus love and identification are 
not equivalent in Gandhi’s thought (in spite of his treating the two concepts as such).  
Compassion entails and is implied by (is an expression of) love (ahimsa) since 
there is as much love as there is compassion and compassion is the “concrete expression” 
of love.  Love also leads to and is partially implied by genuine detachment (detachment 
that seeks Truth).  This follows since genuine detachment implies selflessness, purity in 
thought, word, and deed, and aspects of identification. The relationship between 
detachment and compassion for Gandhi hinges on the extent to which the aspects of 
Gandhian love that are implied by detachment include compassion.  Gandhi is not clear 
on how (or even whether) compassion is distinct from love in his thought (though they 
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seem to be since he says compassion springs from love).  Thus it is difficult to decipher 
what exactly is meant by his suggestion that compassion is a “concrete expression” of 
love even though we know that for Gandhi compassion entails love since, he says, there 
is as much love as there is compassion.  Since Gandhian love, however, entails both 
detachment and compassion, when we practice such love we are inevitably exemplifying 
detachment and compassion. Thus when one is genuinely free of attachments (he is 
properly seeking Truth; which only comes from upholding Gandhian love) one cannot be 
without compassion. One must have love to be detached in the proper sense (and thus 
realize Truth), and when one has love he inevitably has compassion (in addition to 
detachment).  Thus Gandhi holds that one who is free from attachment cannot be without 
compassion. 
 
PARTICULARITY POSING PROBLEMS FOR UNDERSTANDING GENUINE 
LOVE IN THIS WAY 
  
Perhaps the most serious problem for this understanding of love (that it is 
acceptable only when atman is its object) is that, although it reveals a harmony in 
Gandhi’s thought between love, identification, and detachment, it seems to do away with 
the particularity of the other (since the True Self is identical in all).  The uniqueness, in 
other words, that is typically assumed to be manifest in the loved other and to be the basis 
for the evocation of love seems to be completely abandoned.  Thus our resolution seems 
to come at the price of taking away that which gives love its psychological appeal.  That 
Gandhi did not see genuine love to include room for the presumed particularity of others 
is suggested by his attitudes toward friendship and the British: 
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I have seen since that I had calculated wrongly.  A reformer cannot afford 
to have close intimacy with him whom he seeks to reform.  True friendship is an 
identity of souls rarely to be found in this world.  Only between like natures can 
friendship be altogether worthy and enduring.  Friends reach to one another.  
Hence in friendship there is very little scope for reform.  I am of the opinion that 
all exclusive intimacies are to be avoided; for man takes in vice far more readily 
than virtue.  And he (who) would be friends with God must remain alone, or make 
the whole world his friend.  I may be wrong but my effort at cultivating an 
intimate friendship proved a failure. 71  
 
My love of the British is equal to that of my own people.  I claim no merit for it, 
for I have equal love for all mankind without exception.72  
 
What I am not prepared to do to my own blood brother I would not do to an 
Englishman. 73 
 
The problem here is that we are moved to love, it seems, both because of the special 
nature of the loved party (that which distinguishes her/him from others, not what they 
have in common with all) and as the result of exclusivity we maintain toward them 
(which undermines universal concern).  That which accounts for the perceived 
distinctness of others (the historical settings of their upbringings, their native 
propensities, their physical features) are impediments to the other’s realization of Truth 
and thus, it seems, cannot be the basis of genuine love (which seeks Truth).  Moreover, 
that which is regarded as unique and distinctive about the other seems to perpetuate 
separateness from the Oneness of all and thus cannot have a place, it seems, in the 
detachment compatible Gandhian love put forth here.  I turn to these problems in the next 









In this chapter has explored several resolutions to the tensions between love, 
identification, and detachment in Gandhi’s thought.  Regarding whether detachment 
implies compassion and whether love is equivalent to identification, we have considered 
that selflessness is essential to love as well as to detachment, that detachment is entailed 
by ahimsa (the law of love) that Gandhi thinks that identification and energy for service 
arise from detachment.  
Regarding whether Gandhian love and identification are attainable in practice we 
observed that complete nonviolence makes life impossible, but is an ideal that can guide 
us as we reach greater realizations of Truth, and that by serving those closest, one can 
serve all by the doctrine of swadeshi.   
Regarding whether selflessness requires treating oneself differently from others 
and thus perpetuates self/other distinctions we saw that to truly serve others selflessly one 
must for Gandhi first reach self-sufficiency (serve himself).  Thus selflessness does not 
entail treating oneself differently from others.  
Regarding the tension between detachment and enjoyment (one of the things we 
should be detached from) we have noted that love is a need and that it brings enjoyment.  
This enjoyment is good only when it is not pursued as an end in and of itself but is a by-




And in regard to the tension arising from Gandhi’s inability to detach himself 
from the wickedest while holding detachment as an ideal, we saw that Gandhi construes 
atman (Truth), which is sought by detachment, as the proper object of love, and 
advocates loving all in spite of their imperfections (which, like the feelings they evoke, 
conceal atman).  
We found that selflessness is not sufficient for Gandhian love, the detachment 
entailed by ahimsa does not necessitate active service, the ideal renouncer (sannyasi) 
does not help us in understanding love between equals, the self-restrained do not seem to 
have greater energy levels than others (and even if they did would not have to use that 
energy for service), identification does not, by itself, lead to an attitude of self love and 
thus to loving others as oneself, and that Gandhi himself doesn’t think there is such a 
thing as too much love.   
The last resolution (of construing atman as the proper object of love) has been 
shown to be most harmonious with Gandhi’s conceptions of love and detachment as 
means to truth, the proactive concern Gandhian love calls for (like the removing of 
injustices that veil Truth), self love (since the True Self—which even the self-loathing 
can love—is its object), love as an objective concern (since it seeks to reveal Truth—an 
objective good—to all) as well as love that is entailed by detachment.  The last resolution 
is also harmonious with unlimited amounts of love (which are permissible since we 
cannot overdo love of atman).   Love can also now entail desire without meriting 
renunciation since the desire manifested by love is the desire for revealing and realizing 
Truth.  The desire for such revealing and realizing is an ultimate desire that encompasses 
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the well-being of all (a sub-desire).  The last resolution also implies that love entails 
identification since atman (the object of love) is identical in all and can only be noticed 
and revealed in others by revealing it in oneself (which one does by loving acts which 
also affirm the Universal Self as it pervades all).  Thus by loving atman as it is 
manifested in all one inevitably sees it in himself (an essential part of identification since 
identification requires seeing the Universal Self in all). By revealing atman, one is also 
taking on the ultimate objective need all have of realizing Truth as one’s own.  
Furthermore, the enjoyment entailed by renunciation, according to the last resolution, is 
enjoyment of atman (pure bliss) since the enjoyment arises from enabling the 
manifestation of atman in oneself and seeing it in others.  Thus the enjoyment brought 
about by renunciation is a by-product of seeking Truth and not enjoyment that keeps us 
from realizing moksha (the only enjoyment we should be detached from).   
We will now see whether the last resolution is harmonious with our intuitions 
about particularity and exclusivity.  Seeing that harmony is crucial for determining 
whether Gandhian love is morally and psychologically appealing. 
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CHAPTER IV: FINDING THE PLACE OF PARTICULARITY IN 
GANDHIAN LOVE 
 
 I have shown how the concepts of love, identification, and detachment can exist 
harmoniously in Gandhi’s thought (specifically by postulating atman, the Universal Self, 
as the proper object of love).  I now explore how the resolution I put forth in the last 
chapter (that Gandhian love and detachment are consistent with each other when they 
both are seeking the realization of the Ultimate) can be compatible with certain intuitions 
(common in the West) about the nature of love.  In particular, I explore here how the 
Universal Self can be construed as the proper object of love without undermining the 
perceived uniqueness of the other that seems to evoke us to love in the first place.   
In addition to discussing the place of particularity in Gandhian love, to help show 
the viability of that love, I will elaborate on insights that can be gained by drawing 
parallels between the Mahatma’s thoughts on religious universalism and his thoughts on 
the Universal Self.  I will separately and in an order that will reveal mutual relevance 
consider four such parallels: (1) Just as the empirical selves we encounter in everyday life 
give us glimpses of the Ultimate Truth that is the Universal Self so too, for Gandhi, do 
religious dogmas lead the way to the same Ultimate Truth (object of love) that abides in 
all fully.  (2) Though the Universal Self (atman) is impersonal, humans must personalize 
it given our inability to grasp the indefinable.  This personalizing is evident, for Gandhi, 
in our anthropomorphic conceptions of religious deities and may also be evident in our 
interpersonal relationships with each other.  (3) Given the different needs of different 
humans and the distinct contributions of each great religion to human evolution, we don’t 
need one religion for everyone any more than we need one, universal conception of the 
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Universal Self.   (4) All religions are equal yet imperfect just as all human beings are.  
Gandhi’s own words justify the parallels.  When asked why he remained a Hindu in spite 
of his acknowledgements that all religions are equally true and equally imperfect Gandhi 
stated, “I can no more describe my feeling for Hinduism than for my own wife.  She 
moves me as no other woman in the world can.  Not that she has no faults.” 1  
The implication of these points (e.g. that particularities—be they religious dogmas 
or individual selves—are proper starting points for the full realization of Truth) will 
prove central to this chapter.  Just as one can approach atman through a relationship to a 
particular religious tradition, I will show that one can approach atman through 
relationships to particular people.   
Before proceeding, I will offer an overview of feminist critiques of 
universalization in ethics and an examination of whether, and it what sense, such 
critiques apply to Gandhi’s thought.  Given that feminists have offered the best and most 
prevalent criticisms of universalization in ethics, it is appropriate to start with a 
consideration of their views in defending Gandhi’s universal approach to love.     
 
FEMINIST CHALLENGES TO TRADITIONAL PHILOSOPHICAL 
ASSUMPTIONS 
  
Many feminine and feminist thinkers are skeptical of universalization in ethics. 
Rosemary Tong shows how much of these thinkers’ objection to such universalization 
focus on the epistemic and ontological assumptions of traditional Western philosophers2. 
“Specifically,” Tong states, “critics attack traditional epistemology’s (supposed) 
emphasis on rationality in general and on abstraction, universality, and impartiality in 
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particular.”3 Such an approach is said to devalue and discount the distinctive features of 
the beings who are affected by our moral judgments.    
 For Tong, one who takes a traditional Western approach to reaching moral 
judgments “blocks from his consciousness the degree to which his decision to follow a 
moral rule may cause real men, women, and children to bleed, to sweat, to cry, and even 
to die.”4 Such distancing, Tong maintains, underlies the moral impartiality which 
“requires us to detach ourselves from everything that makes us different from everyone 
else.”5   Tong comments, “impartiality may force us to jeopardize our closest 
relationships—relationships that demand attachment.  We would hurt the people closest 
to us if they thought that the ‘goodness’ we direct toward them is no different than the 
‘goodness’ we direct toward strangers.” 6 
In place of such moral impartiality, which results—according to feminist critics—
from the primary place Western ethicists have traditionally given to reason, Tong calls 
for questioning the reason/emotion dichotomy, which is presumed to be central to 
Western ways of knowing.  Instead of seeing emotions as the opposite of reason and thus 
as obstacles to be overcome in the quest for genuine knowledge, Tong argues that 
emotions “can bring us closer to the truth, for the emotions are not simply a way of 
feeling but of knowing.”7 Ultimately, the dictates of reason lead us to abstract away from 
the concreteness of individuals and situations that bind us to them over others.  
Furthermore, the distancing of ethics from emotion has led traditional moral philosophers 
to emphasize duty over inclination in determining the proper basis for moral action. 
Emotions, on the feminist view considered here, are morally informative as they provide 
the basis of moral concern (love) that properly guides our actions.  
 
 101
 Related to these epistemological points are criticisms of ontological assumptions 
common in the Western tradition.  Particularly, the self has been conceived in this 
tradition as autonomous and non-relational.  The self, in other words, is separate from all 
others (individualistic) and the dominant Western traditions have ignored its dependence 
on others for properly flourishing.  Tong notes, “Such a self is always on guard against 
the ominous ‘other’ who, at any moment, may interfere with his life projects.”8 The 
morality derived, from this view of the self is rights-based. This follows since right and 
wrong, on the autonomous conception of the self, become a matter of not interfering with 
the autonomy of others so as to not have others interfere with one’s own autonomy. An 
ethic in which the self is conceived as needing the maintenance of healthy relationships, 
on the other hand, is responsibility-based since it is by meeting its responsibilities in its 
relationships with others that this self can flourish.   We read: 
 (We) need an approach to reality that does not define the self against the 
other, viewing that other as an entity that must be either controlled or eliminated. 
 (People) come to understand their selves through others, not against them.  
We are historical creatures, shaped by our relationships with our parents, siblings, 
friends, and colleagues.  Although we differ from one another, we relate to each 
other because we also have much in common. 9 
 
Whereas the autonomous man is the paradigm of traditional Western ethical 
systems (in which particular relationships are ignored) feminine thinkers like Tong, given 
the relational ontology of the self they put forth, seek to find a paradigm in such 
relationships.  The self is always in relations with others and is at its ideal state when it is 
growing with (not competing against, eliminating, or seeking to control) the others in 
those relations.  The mother-child duo10 and more balanced interdependent relations 
involving “second persons”11 have been put forth by feminist thinkers as offering the 
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paradigm for an ontology of the self on which an acceptable moral framework can be 
built.  
 
GANDHI’S EPISTEMIC AND ONTOLOGIC COMMITMENTS 
 
It is worth exploring whether such feminine and feminist critiques of the 
epistemic and ontological commitments of Western moral philosophers (commitments 
which are seen to underlie the Western emphasis on universalization and impartiality) 
apply to Gandhi’s philosophy.  Notably, Gandhi seems to be in significant agreement 
with common feminist views on ways of knowing and the nature of the self.  Regarding 
the role of feeling in reaching conclusions the Mahatma writes: 
Reason has its place, only it must not usurp the heart.  If you will go 
through any twenty-four hours of the life of the most reasoning man you know, 
you will find that most of his acts done during that time are done by feeling, not 
by reasoning.  The moral is that reason once developed acts automatically and 
rejects what is superstitious or immoral if the heart is sound.  Reason is a 
corrective and is in its place when it remains at the door ever watchful, never 
moving…. Life is duty, i.e. action.  When this is reasoned away, reason has 
become a usurper and must be dethroned.12  
 
Here we can see Gandhi give an account of reason’s place in regards to the emotion that 
seems quite harmonious with that of the great virtue ethicist, Aristotle.  The system of 
virtue ethics championed by Aristotle has been hailed by feminist care ethicists. As Tong 
puts it, “(The Western moral tradition) has forgotten what Aristotle knew about the 
emotions, namely, that when the emotions are properly educated, they serve as reliable 
indexes for human virtue and vice. Proper feelings of honor and shame enable us to be 
courageous…and self-respectful.”13  As discussed in Chapter 1 and as the above passage 
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indicates, Gandhi, in contrast to traditional Western philosophers, does not think reason 
deserves the primary place for determining courses of action but he sees reason as a 
useful tool that helps us rule out what we shouldn’t do.  The heart (feeling), on the other 
hand, is our proper guide and becomes so when it is served by reason.   
 Given that Gandhi denounces the passions (see chapter 2) the above passage may 
seem strange, since it seems to show him advocating reason as a tool of the passions (as it 
is in playboys, conmen, and other clever but not admirable individuals).  Clearly, Gandhi 
means something other than desires for sense objects (passions) when he talks about the 
heart in the above passage.  Instead he seems to be referring to habitual traits of good 
character that are often expressed in feeling. When Gandhi talks about most of the acts of 
even the most reasoning man being done by feeling he seems to mean that those acts are 
the products of an educated awareness of what is right.  This kind of awareness (which 
includes feeling) implies a cognitive element and is thus distinct from the passions.  It is 
by experience (practice and suffering) that one’s awareness becomes more educated.  
Greater degrees of educated awareness enable greater degrees of identification since the 
more educated one’s awareness is the more one can know what others are feeling and 
develop the skill of feeling that oneself—thereby more fully eradicating distinctions 
between self and other. This kind of compassion and empathy is not dissimilar to what 
Tong advocates in her call for a normative care ethic in which the emotions are educated 
by experience and contain cognitive elements that bring awareness of others.   
   Regarding the problem noted by Tong that reason abstracts from the concreteness of 
experiences—a crucial source of knowledge that bind us to situations and people: Gandhi 
seems to hold that when the feelings are properly educated by experience they can be 
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properly served by reason—which happens when reason automatically rules out the 
wrong beliefs and practices.          
 Another similarity of Gandhi’s view to that of many feminists is, as we saw in 
Chapter 2, that in the Mahatma’s view, the (True) self is clearly not ontologically 
independent in the way that it is in traditional Western conceptions.  The Self in its pure 
form is continuous with, not separate from, everything else.  Gandhi advocates reducing 
to zero the empirical self, which distinguishes beings from one another.  It is by service to 
others (action) that we can do this.  Thus realizing the True Self requires we have 
relations with others.  Not only is the paradigm of the self that underlies Gandhi’s moral 
framework relational, it is also interdependent, given that for Gandhi (as we saw in the 
last chapter) one cannot benefit or harm another without benefit or harming herself.  
We have seen in the previous section how certain feminist criticisms of 
universality and impartiality in ethics see universality and impartiality as stemming from 
epistemological and ontological assumptions common in the Western moral tradition.  
We saw, however, in this section that Gandhi does not hold such assumptions and 
actually shares significant agreement with feminist critics on questions of knowledge and 
the self.  Gandhi nonetheless reaches moral conclusions that emphasize universality and 
impartiality.  This seems to result from Gandhi’s acceptance of the traditional Hindu 
conception of the Self as identical in all.  Thus no one bearer of atman (our proper object 
of love) should be any more special than the others.  Furthermore, while the emotions 
play a crucial role (along with reason) in realizing Truth for the Mahatma, all emotions 
are not equally reliable sources of information to him.  Specifically, we should detach 
ourselves from those emotions (i.e. passions) that distort our understandings of Ultimate 
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Reality.  In the next section, I will consider ways in which Gandhi’s epistemological and 
ontological commitments, in spite of their divergence from common feminist thought 
(given the Mahatma’s insistence on universality, impartiality, and detachment), can allow 
for valuing the particularity and distinctiveness of the other that is so crucial to many 
feminist thinkers.  
 
GANDHI’S SENSITIVITY TO UNIQUENESS 
 
The place of particularity in Gandhian love is not difficult to notice.  The value 
that love places on personal freedom in regard to one’s pursuit of liberation from the 
cycles of birth and death (moksha) indicates particularity’s place in Gandhian love.  More 
specifically, different individuals are aided by different paths (which different religions 
offer).  Parekh describes the basis for personal freedom in one’s quest for moksha in 
Gandhi’s thought: 
Although all human beings had a common spiritual dimension, namely 
moksha, they reached it in their own unique manner because of their distinct 
psychological and spiritual constitutions.  They had to start by accepting what 
they were, identify their native dispositions, and progressively move at their own 
pace and by a path suited to them towards their common destination.  The 
spiritual training, the exercises, the gods, religions, the way of life that helped 
others might not only not help but positively harm them. 14  
 
On the Gandhian model, religion is meant to help individuals advance on their own 
spiritual journeys, and no one religion has a monopoly on being best suited for helping 
all.  Which religion is the best one for a given individual on his quest is determined by 
features particular to his everyday self (his dispositions, constitution, cultural setting, 
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etc).  These particular features significantly influence how he understands the relative 
truths both of everyday life and religion (which come in the form of dogma).  These 
relative truths are his guides for reaching the final destination he seeks.   
For Gandhi, such considerations were central to his emphasis on persuasion, not 
coercion, as the means for instituting change in the other.  It is a form of violence, for the 
Mahatma, to compel one to act in a way that is at variance with his understanding of 
truth; it is, in Parekh’s words, to “plant a lie at the very center of his being.” 15As 
discussed in the last chapter, ahimsa requires harmony between one’s thoughts and 
actions, and coercion undermines such harmony.  Not only is coercion therefore a form of 
violence (himsa) but since ahimsa is the only means for realizing Truth, coercion 
ultimately is counterproductive to the aim all are pursuing.   
Here we can see a significant way in which Gandhian love is tied to the perceived 
uniqueness of others.  As a result of our uniqueness, we see truth differently. Non-
violence is synonymous with love to Gandhi16 and it is in part because of the uniqueness 
of others (which accounts for different perceptions) that we treat them with non-violence 
(love).  In other words, we don’t coerce others to act in ways that conflict with their own 
understandings of truth and such understandings result from their uniqueness.  For 
Gandhi, such non-violence is an expression of love.      
 
PARTICULARITY NEEDING A BIGGER PLACE 
 
While the preceding section shows that Gandhian love has a significant place for 
particularity, more needs to be done to overcome the problem this chapter addresses—
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that we love others because they are distinct from everything else.  In other words, we 
have not seen how Gandhi’s ideas on love can accommodate the intuition that others are 
valuable because of their uniqueness.  We are attracted (moved to love), on this view, as 
a result of that which distinguishes the other from everyone else, not because of what 
she/he has in common with all (like the Universal Self).     
 
GANDHI ON THE IDEAL MARRIAGE 
 
An examination of the specific place attraction has in the ideal Gandhian marriage 
is in order since such query goes to the heart of the central problem this chapter 
addresses.  Gandhi considers mutual attraction a requirement, but not the only 
requirement, for entering marriage.  A correspondent presented him with the following 
list of considerations, ranked according to the correspondent’s perceived order of 
importance, which should be weighed when deciding on a spouse: (1) Mutual attraction 
or love (2) Eugenic fitness (3) Approval and consent of the respective families 
concerned; and consideration for the interest of the social order to which one belongs (4) 
Spiritual development.  Gandhi responds to the list: 
I accept generally the conditions for an ideal marriage enumerated by my 
correspondent.  But I would change their order of importance and put ‘love’ last 
in the list.  By giving it the first place, the other conditions are liable to be 
overshadowed by it altogether and rendered more or less nugatory.  Therefore, 
spiritual development ought to be given the first place in the choice for marriage.  
Service should come next, family considerations and the interest of the social 
order should have the third place, and mutual attraction or ‘love’, the fourth and 
the last place.  This means that ‘love’ alone, where the other three conditions are 
not fulfilled, should not be held as a valid reason for marriage.  At the same time, 
marriage, where there is no love, should equally be ruled out even though all the 




It is significant that Gandhi, like his correspondent, distinguishes love (which for the 
correspondent is synonymous with mutual attraction) from spiritual development in his 
reply.  This indicates that for Gandhi the kind of love that is at issue in this chapter (that 
which affirms the particularity of the other) is distinct from the kind of love (agape) we 
saw him advocate in the previous two chapters.  As we saw there, for Gandhi, genuine 
love is necessary for realizing Truth.  Since realizing Truth and spiritual development are 
the same thing for the Mahatma, it seems obvious that the kind of love he so emphatically 
calls for is not seen by him as equivalent to the kind of love (which includes eros) which 
characterizes romantic lovers (the kind in which particularity is so central).  Gandhi lists 
eros-like love last whereas the correspondent lists it first when ranking considerations for 
marriage in their perceived order of importance. I want to argue, however, that while 
agape-like love, unlike personal attraction, is for Gandhi necessary for realizing Truth, 
eros-like love can aid one (instead of being a final stopping place) on one’s journey to 
Truth and thus can be consistent with identification and detachment in Gandhian thought. 
 
PARTICULARITY AS A STARTING PLACE 
 
I now show that love for particular persons is to Gandhian love as devotion to 
particular religions is to devotion to Truth. We should remember from chapter 1 that for 
Gandhi relative truth is “that which you believe to be true at this moment” and that “If a 
man worships this relative truth, he is sure to attain the Absolute Truth (i.e. God) in the 
course of time.”  In other words, we can get closer to realizing Absolute Truth (the 
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Universal Self), which the everyday self reveals glimpses of via its distinctive traits, by 
following relative truth.  Like the relative truths that are religious dogmas, the everyday 
self too veils Absolute Truth (the Universal Self).  Indeed, the psychological self is itself 
a relative truth.18 Thus when we are attracted to a particular psychological self (that 
which distinguishes someone from everyone else) we can allow that attraction to guide 
us, like we can with all relative truth, to what we are ultimately seeking—realization of 
the Ultimate.  Love can therefore be evoked by the presumed particularity of the other 
and still be consistent with Gandhian thought but, eventually, all thoughts of particurity 
and separation must be eradicated for spiritual progress to occur.   Gandhi states: 
Love for individual persons is not wholly forbidden.  Only such love 
should not be an obstacle to love for all beings and for God.  My love for 
Kasturba today flows from my love for God.  When I was filled with lust it was 
an obstacle to love of God and was, therefore, unworthy.19  
 
Here Gandhi’s ideas on religious universalism become more clearly applicable.  
Religious dogmas and practices, that which distinguishes the different faiths from one 
another, are meant to show us the way to the Ultimate—of which they reveal parts—but 
the acceptance and following of which should not be seen as the final stopping place in 
our journeys.  Gandhi states: 
Idolatory is bad, not so idol-worship.  An idolator makes a fetish of his 
idol. An idol-worshipper sees God even in a stone and therefore takes the help of 
an idol to establish his union with God.20 
 
When we make fetishes of dogmas and other psychological selves instead of regarding 
those things as helping us reach what we are ultimately seeking we are like the idolator 
who is stopping too early in his quest.  The initial attraction we feel toward another, 
based on their distinctiveness, is legitimate as a starting place for realizing the Oneness of 
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all.  Elton Hall summarizes Gandhi’s approach to religions, “The great religions of the 
world should be ceaselessly re-examined and purified, just as relative truths must be 
critically searched for the Truth they veil.”21  Similarly, we must grow by going beyond 
our psychological selves, by constant purification and self-examination, and seeing more 
of the Truth as it abides fully in us and those we love.  T. S. Devadoss summarizes the 
nature of marital love for Gandhi, “The ideal that marriage aims (at) is that of spiritual 
union through the physical.  The human love that marriage incarnates is intended to serve 
as a stepping stone to divine or universal love.”22 Gandhi suggests the role our personal 
relations can have in our reaching a state of universal love for all when he states, “We 
cannot have personal relations with all beings in the world, but can have spiritual 
relations with them….”23 We can, in others words, see those we don’t personally know as 
extensions of our loved ones.  This is not unlike feeling for other religions as one does for 
his own. 
 
THE NATURE OF GANDHIAN RELIGIOUS UNIVERSALISM AS IT RELATES 
TO UNIVERSAL LOVE 
  
Gandhi gives us much vivid insight on his universal attitude and approach toward 
religion:  
All religions are almost as dear to me as my own Hinduism, in as much as 
all human beings should be as dear to one as one’s own close relatives.24  
 
Let no one even for a moment entertain the fear that a reverent study of 
other religions is likely to weaken or shake one’s faith in one’s own… Study and 
appreciation of other religions need not cause a weakening of that regard; it 




If we do not feel for other religions as we feel for our own, we had better 
disband ourselves, for we do not want a wishy-washy toleration.26  
 
I believe that, if only we could all of us read the scriptures of the different 
faiths from the standpoint of the followers of those faiths, we should find that they 
were at the bottom all one and were all helpful to one another.27 
   
There will, perhaps, always be different religions answering to different 
temperaments and climatic conditions.28  
 
So long as there are different religions, every one of them may need some 
distinctive symbol.  But when the symbol is made into a fetish and an instrument 
of proving the superiority of one’s religion over others’, it is fit only to be 
discarded. 29 
  
In understanding what these insights can tell us about the practicing of Gandhian 
love, several points are worth noting: (1) Just as we should approach other religions from 
the standpoint of their adherents so too should we approach others from the standpoint of 
those who love them.   (2) We have genuine tolerance (or love) when we feel for the 
other (religion or person) as we do our own (religion or person) and such an attitude 
should not be seen as undermining our love of those closest to us.  (3) Different religions 
are necessary, given contrasting human conditions and needs, and these different 
religions represent various aspects of Ultimate Reality that are manifested by attributes 
particular to the religions.  Likewise, different conceptions and aspects of the Universal 
Self are necessary and are shown by the distinctive sets of attributes that are the different 
psychological selves (4) Distinctions (particularities) should be respected largely as long 
as they don’t justify ideas of superiority over others.  I now discuss implications of these 
points in detail. 
 By approaching others from the standpoint of how their loved ones (who value 
their particularity) approach them we can both respect that particularity and universalize 
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love—just as a religious universalist to Gandhi can respect differences among religions.  
We can imagine that everyone we will ever come in contact with exhibits distinctive 
qualities that can evoke love in those closest to them (and that more often than not such 
distinctive qualities have already evoked such love).   What’s more is we can imagine 
that all of these distinctive qualities reveal aspects of the Universal Self (which has many 
qualities) that heretofore may have been hidden to us. Thus we can value distinctive 
qualities in the other while making the Universal Self the object of our love since it is as a 
result of the distinctiveness of others that we can get closer to more fully realizing 
Ultimate Truth—which is our ultimate aim.   The distinctiveness of others, to reiterate, 
reveals aspects of the Ultimate we have yet to notice.  Additionally, Ultimate Truth is 
itself a composition of diverse fragments and could not exist without those distinctive and 
individual qualities.  Thus the Universal Self enables us to value the particular self since 
it is made up of fragments like the particular self, and the particular self enables us to 
value the Universal Self since it is a gateway to the Universal Self. Gandhi states: 
Individuality is and is not even as each drop in the ocean is an individual 
and is not.  It is not because apart from the ocean it has no existence.  It is because 
the ocean has no existence, if the drop has not, i.e. has no individuality.  They are 
beautifully interdependent.  And if this is true of the physical, how much more so 
of the spiritual world.30  
   
When we approach others from the standpoint of their loved ones, we are not diminishing 
our love towards those closest to us but simply expanding that love since we are 
continually honoring the distinctiveness of everyone we encounter.   For unless the sense 
of uniqueness which underlies our feelings of love is ultimately vacuous and illusionary 
(and those in the immediate vicinity of our love can be easily replaced), seeing all whom 
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we encounter as unique should not take away from the uniqueness of those closest to us 
(those whose uniqueness we already see).  One can, in other words, maximize feelings of 




 For Gandhi, just as atman transcends any description of it, humans, in their 
essence, are far greater than any group of qualities which initially evoke love in us and 
which distinguish us from one another:   
It is man who requires the means whereby he can describe that Power 
which is vaster than the ocean.  Man can only conceive God within the limitations 
of his own mind. If God is vast and boundless as the ocean, how can a tiny drop 
imagine what He is...God is the vital force or spirit which is all pervading, all-
embracing and therefore beyond human ken. 31 
 
When we limit our conception of the loved other by their distinguishing features, 
however pleasant those features may be, we are like the unlettered religious person who 
must worship a personalized deity.  Our desire for construing our loved ones solely by 
their distinguishing features results from seeking the desires of the (lower) everyday self 
(which we should be shedding and which should serve the Universal Self). While 
Gandhi’s scheme accomodates the fact that we must personalize, to some extent, 
anything we love, it constantly gives a higher place to the impersonal conception of the 
God who abides fully in all (is everyone’s True Self) and that we should constantly strive 
to see.   If we personalize each bearer of atman (living being) that we have a relationship 
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with by seeing distinctive attributes in them, a sense of particularity emerges in us toward 
those we encounter.  
 
UNIVERSAL REGARD AND EQUALITY 
 
 For Gandhi, honoring the Oneness of all requires that we get rid of any notions 
that our particular loved ones or religion have a monopoly on uniqueness.  When we 
think that only that which we value is special and distinct from all other beings we are 
kept from seeing others (people, religions, etc.) as compromising a complete whole and 
thus as equals.  We are therefore kept from realizing a genuine respect for all.  However, 
just as, for Gandhi, equality of sexes does not mean the dissolution of distinct feminine 
qualities32 and the removal of untouchability does not mean doing away with social 
divisions33 affirming the Oneness (which implies equality) of all does not mean doing 
away with the particularities that enrich the overall landscape since it is through those 
particularities that Ultimate Reality can be better grasped.  Distinctions among religions 
and other social institutions necessitate distinctions among the people who compromise 
them.  Since we cannot completely realize Truth while we are embodied, external 
differences are essential for more fully realizing Truth in this life as different external 
qualities represent different aspects of Ultimate Reality that one would not otherwise see 
while embodied. 
 Here the question arises that since outward distinctions can be helpful, on a 
Gandhian scheme, for more fully realizing Truth, how should the honoring of outward 
distinctions be balanced with the Gandhian call for letting go of that which separates us 
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from each other?  As we saw in chapters 1 and 2, Gandhi admonishes us continually 
strive for experiencing the absolute Oneness of all that exists, yet the honoring of 
outward differences seems to be a serious obstacle for that pursuit.   Thus a new tension 
emerges here in our examination of Gandhi’s thought.  This tension is between respecting 
differences as a means for more fully realizing Truth and overcoming that (like external 
differences) which seem to hamper our capability for experiencing the Oneness of all.   
 It is sufficient to note that, given Gandhi’s ideas on equality (as indicated by his 
positions, not just on religious diversity, but on the caste system and the role of women in 
society), Gandhi seems mainly to want us to do away with distinctions of high and low.  
His call to eradicate untouchability, for instance, did not undermine Gandhi’s support of 
varnasharma (a caste-system-like division of labor) but only of thoughts and feelings of 
superiority within that system.   Also, as the above quote indicates, religious symbols, 
which externally distinguish various faiths from one another, should be discarded if they 
justify an attitude of superiority toward those of other faiths.  Such symbols, however, 
can be helpful guides for all to pursue on their personal journeys.  Thus we can infer that 
for the Mahatma it is largely distinctions between high and low that hamper our 
capability for experiencing the Oneness of all that is and therefore it is those distinctions 
which frequently perpetuate separateness.  Other kinds of distinctions, on the other hand, 
are useful given the many aspects of Ultimate Reality which they represent and should 
therefore be respected.   Thus by giving a central place to equality, Gandhi is able to 
consistently respect differences while calling on us to let go of that which separates us 




ATMAN AS IDENTICAL BUT APPEARING DIFFERENTLY TO THE 
EMBODIED 
 
It now becomes problematic, however, to decipher the sense in which atman is 
identical in all given this acknowledgement of the reality of distinctions.  If honoring 
distinctions among people is consistent with realizing the True Self as it abides in all, 
how can that Self be thought of as the same in all?   
Here it should be remembered that for Gandhi, like conventional Hindu thinkers 
in general, atman is identical in all in its purified form.  As we saw in the last chapter, 
while we are embodied, our attachments dirty the atman in greater and lesser degrees and 
thus pure atman can never be completely manifested in any of us.  Therefore how atman 
(which has many attributes) presents itself in different individuals varies.  Nonetheless, as 
it exists in us in its full, purified form—which we can get closer to realizing by 
detachment as well as by loving and identifying with others—atman is the same in all 
(and beyond all description). That sameness becomes more evident as we develop 
spiritually.  However, while we exist as embodied beings we can see only fragments of 
the Ultimate Reality and thus distinctions are helpful since it is by distinctions that we 
attain a more comprehensive view of it. 
 
EXCLUSIVITY AND PARTICULARITY 
 
Having considered how the Universal Self can be the acceptable object of our 
love (and thus enable love and detachment to coexist) while not taking away from the 
sense of particularity which evokes love in us, we have yet to see how loving the 
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Universal Self allows for exclusive love.  Since the Ultimate Reality dwells fully in all, 
what place could there be in Gandhi’s thought for giving a special status to some 
relationships when that which should be our object of love is equally manifested in all? 
Indeed, as we saw in the last chapter, Gandhi himself proclaims that “all exclusive 
intimacies are to be avoided.” 
 Here Gandhi’s acknowledgements that we need as many conceptions of the 
Universal Self as there are individuals and we must always personalize that Self are 
relevant.  Just as no one religion, which is itself always a partial revelation of Ultimate 
Truth, can meet all of humanity’s needs, so no one person (individual bearer of Ultimate 
Truth) can be all things to anyone.  We can regard every living being (who is always a 
bearer of Ultimate Truth) as distinctive and uniquely capable of meeting some of our 
needs as we seek realization of the Ultimate.  Thus we can personalize every living being 
we encounter and not see it as a nameless member of the masses.  Moreover, given our 
own particular place in our personal quest for the Ultimate, some individuals can be 
better and more distinctively suited for aiding us in different aspects of our quest.  What’s 
more is that by personalizing all, we come to understand that no one individual fully 
actualizes the Universal Self and that different aspects of that Self, which are revealed by 
different individuals, can meet different needs of a given someone.  What emerges is a 
uniqueness of the roles that different people play in one person’s development.  Such 
uniqueness, likewise, emerges for Gandhi from the roles different religions play for 
humanity’s development to.  This is not uniqueness in the sense of some being uniquely 
valuable.  This process is analogous to a the actions of a Gandhian universalist who 
maintains a deep (unique) allegiance with his own religion, given, say, what symbols he 
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finds easiest to understand, while deepening his understanding by continually 
approaching other faiths from the standpoint of the adherents of those faiths.    
For Gandhi, it should be emphasized, much of how you pursue your quest is 
determined by where and when you are born.   We should stay in the religion we are born 
into34 so as to better relate to those closest to us and pursue the vocation of our family.35 
Likewise, as discussed in chapter 3, swadeshi calls on us to limit our service to those 
closest to us and tells us that by serving them we universalize concern.  By remaining 
within the societies closest to us, we are more likely to notice distinctiveness among 
different people as we have greater opportunity to enter personal relationships with all we 
encounter.  This follows since we encounter less people and can more directly see the 
unique roles different people play in our society.  This distinctiveness could underlie an 
exclusivity of roles that different individuals have in one’s quest for realization of the 
Ultimate.  Thus one can play the unique role of friend, another the unique role of a 
mentor, yet another the unique role of spouse, etc.   Just as different religions make 
unique and valuable contributions to the evolution of humanity, so too do different 
individual selves contribute to the spiritual development of any given human.  We can 
have exclusivity in our relations, from a Gandhian standpoint, in the sense that different 
individuals play exclusive roles in our overall development, but not in the sense that only 







DIFFERENCES NOT IMPEDIMENTS TO IDENTIFICATION 
 
Having shown the place honoring particularity has in Gandhian love, it remains to 
be seen how such honoring can coexist with identification.  If distinctions should have a 
respected place in our relations, how can we identify with each other?  Identification 
seems to presuppose that we can know what it’s like to be the other, which seems to 
require minimizing the other’s distinctiveness.  How can a man, for example, not be 
presumptuous in claiming to identify with a suffering mother when he does not possess 
the qualities particular to the woman that help make her such an exemplar of selfless 
love?  Would not the man, in his attempt at identification, wind up minimizing the 
distinctive qualities of the woman and only value her in so far as she resembles him? 
More seriously, would not the man presume to know something he can’t (what it’s really 
like to be the suffering mother)? 
A clarification of Gandhi’s concept of identification becomes significant here.  It 
should be recalled, from chapter 2, that identification for Gandhi does not entail the 
eradication of differences (though it does entail seeing the Universal Self in all).  If 
Gandhian identification entailed the eradication of differences, it does not seem that he, a 
pillar of virtue, would claim that he cannot detach himself from the wickedest soul.  
Surely in identifying with the wickedest, Gandhi did not want to do away with the 
virtuous qualities that distinguish him from them.  Instead, Gandhi seems to merely by 
affirming that he is willing to take on the needs of the wicked as his own and see the 
Ultimate Truth that underlies the actions of even the wickedest.  What benefits the 
wicked benefits Gandhi since by seeing Truth the wicked is less inclined to harm others 
 
 120
(all of whom Gandhi sees as himself in a different guise).  Furthermore, neither a virtuous 
nor a wicked person can harm another without also harming himself given that departure 
from the realization of Truth is entailed by inflicting violence.  For similar reasons, what 
benefits women also benefits men and thus a man cannot harm a woman without also 
harming himself.  By harming a woman, the man departs from ahimsa—the only means 
for more fully grasping Truth.  Identification with all then does not require that we come 
to see all as possessing the same external qualities or that we presume to know what it’s 
like to be another (even though identification inevitably entails an awareness of what the 
other is feeling that comes from experience). Educated awareness of what others are 
feeling arises after identification has begun, so presuming to know what it’s like to be 
another is not required to start identifying with others.  Identification only requires that 
we see all as having the same Universal Self and the same objective good—namely the 
realizing of Truth by non-violence and that we take on everyone’s objective need as our 
own.  While this may involve presuming what the other’s needs are (a problem that I will 
address in the next chapter), it does not entail the eradication of external differences or 
presuming to know what it’s like to be another.   
To reiterate, the goal of realizing Truth can only be attained collectively and never 
individually.36  One person cannot fully attain the goal without everyone attaining it 
given both the unity of life and the necessity of service for the goal’s attainment.37  As 
Verma puts it:  
The unity of all life being the underlying truth of ahimsa, the error of one 
cannot but affect all and hence man cannot wholly be free from himsa and get 
salvation till a single person remains in the bondage of violence.  Perfect salvation 




What’s more is that since one cannot attain salvation without serving one’s surroundings 
and since such service requires self-purification, and finally since purification of oneself 
leads to purification of one’s surroundings (see chapter 2), one cannot attain salvation 
apart from bringing it to his community at large39 This yearning for the Ultimate is met or 
hindered collectively.  Another’s missteps are our missteps and our triumphs belong to 
all.  Hence we can take on the needs of all others as our own (which is a big part of 
identifying with all others) since all of our ultimate needs can only be met collectively.  
This kind of identification is not hampered by external differences.    
 
RESPONDING TO AN OBJECTION 
 
The analogy I drew earlier in the chapter between Gandhi’s ideas on religion and 
his ideas on the self is, admittedly, not perfect. One apparent problem for the analogy 
should be addressed now.  It may be pointed out that, unlike with religious dogmas, 
humans don’t regard their own personal loved ones as the only ones deserving of love.  
The religious typically see only their particular cherished doctrines as the ones worthy of 
adherence and thus their own religion as having an exclusive monopoly on Truth.  
Therefore thinking that humans should treat both the particular psychological selves of 
others and the particular dogmas of religion as means to realizing the Ultimate is out of 
touch with actual attitudes on such matters, as people are quite willing to acknowledge 
that there exist many others, apart from their own particular loved ones, with whom one 
can realize the beauty of love (Truth).  Indeed, a person would usually prefer that others 
look elsewhere for love than amongst individuals with whom she has found it.  A devout 
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religionist, on the other hand, typically wishes that all find God in the dogmas and 
practices so dear to her. 
This objection does not show my analogy to be implausible.  If anything, it 
merely shows that it would be easier for individuals to adopt Gandhian recommendations 
on universal love than such recommendations on religious universalism.  We are already 
willing to regard others as deserving of love, even if we are not so willing to regard other 
religious dogmas as worthy of adherence.  Thus the objection merely shows that 
Gandhi’s ideas on universal love may be easier for people to follow than his ideas on 
religious universalism, as a significant point of agreement already exists between 
everyday understandings and Gandhian thought when it comes to universal love—




 In this chapter we have seen ways in which Gandhi’s call for universal love and 
the identification with all living beings can coexist, not just with the Hindu ideal of 
detachment, but with feminist concerns about particularity and exclusivity.  A 
consideration of the exact nature of Gandhi’s ideas reveal them to be quite capable of 
overcoming present day criticisms. 
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CHAPTER V: DISSERTATION SUMMARY 
 
In this chapter, I will conclude this dissertation by summarizing the major 
conclusions reached, in the last four chapters, regarding the nature of love, identification, 
and detachment in Gandhi’s thought.  Then, I will lay out questions that were not 
resolved in the last four chapters, which merit further research. 
 
REQUIREMENTS OF GANDHIAN LOVE AND DETACHMENT 
 
Each of the previous chapters discussed requirements that Gandhi sees all genuine 
acts of love and detachment to meet.  In chapter I, we saw that to Gandhi genuine love 
and genuine detachment, like all activity, seeks Truth.  We also saw there that ascetic 
detachment is a Gandhian requirement for Truth and rules out violent behavior (since 
such behavior entails passions and undermines identification).  Next, in chapter 2, we saw 
that love, in the Gandhian sense, is a selfless, objective concern that entails activity 
(service).  In chapter 3, the other kinds of detachment (besides ascetic detachment and 
detachment from the everyday self) required by Gandhian love were detailed.  We saw 
there that ahimsa (the “law of love”) requires detachment from the bondages of flesh, 
fear, power, possessions, and consequences.  We also saw there that construing atman 
(the Universal Self) as the proper object of love is the same as seeking Truth (which, to 
reiterate, all genuine acts of love does).  Furthermore, in chapter 3, we saw that love for 
Gandhi cannot be based on how pleasing the acts of others are but must be unconditional 
and non-exclusionary.  Finally, in chapter 4, it was shown that Gandhian love precludes 
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coercion, given the particularity of the other that accounts for their perceptions of Truth.  
It was also shown there that such love allows for the initial attractiveness of the other that 
evokes love in us as a legitimate guide for reaching agape like love—the highest type of 
love to Gandhi.      
 
REQUIREMENTS OF GANDHIAN IDENTIFICATION 
 
In both chapters 2 and 4, light was shed of the nature of Gandhian identification.  
In particular, we saw in chapter 2, that identification (like love) to Gandhi entails seeing 
the Universal Self (i.e. the all pervading Spirit of Truth) as it underlies all external 
differences.  In chapter 4, we saw that Gandhian identification is compatible with 
respecting external differences, as that identification also entails taking on the objective 
needs of all others as one’s own. Thus differences which imply a distinction between 
high and low should be done away, with even though identifying with all does not require 
that all share the same external qualities (only the same needs).  External differences are 
helpful for revealing aspects of Truth that have previously gone unnoticed.  When the 
goods of love, identification, and detachment are means to Truth, they make up a 
consistent whole. 
QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER PURSUIT 
 
The problem remains, however, of whether love can be construed as an objective 
concern (not subjective emotion) and still be morally and psychologically appealing.  In 
spite of the place we saw Gandhian love has for particularity, that love’s ultimate basis is 
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duty and not affection (which Gandhi would seem to regard as a passion).  Therefore, 
Gandhian love seems to conflict with our intuitive preferences of the kind of love we 
would like to receive.  When we are ailing, for instance, we prefer to be aided by those 
who have affection toward us over those who are acting out of duty for realizing and 
revealing Truth.  
Additionally, since Gandhian love requires detachment from the power to inflict 
harm it is not clear how those without that power can exhibit such love.  Leaders of 
systems of oppression, while dependent on cooperation from the oppressed, are often 
immune to harm (beyond direct condemnation) from those whom they oppress.  It would 
seem, on Gandhi’s conceptions, that such oppressed individuals must first acquire the 
power to be violent toward their oppressors before they can express love toward them.  
Such a scheme, however, runs contrary to love non-violent people have expressed toward 
British imperialists, Southern segregationists, exploitive employers among others. 
Renunciation of the will to inflict harm (a definition of ahimsa) is most apparent in the 
actions of those who have foregone any power to inflict violence. 
Finally, the difficulty of upholding Gandhian identification without presuming to 
know another’s needs as well as (or better than) she does should not be understated.  
Taking on the needs of others as one’s own in spite of divergent understandings on what 
those needs are would seem to entail an unflattering presumption on the part of the 
identifier.  This remains a problem for Gandhi’s philosophy until it can be shown that all 







 We have seen in this dissertation the requirements for Gandhian love, 
identification, and detachment as well as a class of actions (loving those who have 
harmed us) in which all three of those concepts are harmoniously manifested.  Whether 
Gandhi’s conception of love is morally and psychologically appealing, whether it 
demands too strong a sense of detachment (from power), and whether the identification 
which is essential to it entails attitudes of presumptiveness are problems worth pursuing 
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